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College Press, 2010).

517

The Thomist 75 (2011): 517-36

“NO SALVATION OUTSIDE THE CHURCH”:

UNDERSTANDING THE DOCTRINE WITH ST. THOMAS

AQUINAS AND CHARLES JOURNET1

CHARLES MOREROD, O.P.

Bishop of Lausanne, Geneva, and Fribourg

E
XTRA ECCLESIAM NULLA SALUS—“outside the Church

no salvation”—is one of the least understood or accepted

theological formulas in the contemporary world. This

difficulty comes in part from the possible meanings of salus, in
part from the meaning of the word ecclesia. In this essay, I will

present the essential objection to the formula and propose an

answer with the help of St. Thomas Aquinas and Charles Cardinal

Journet.

I. THE OBJECTION

The narrow exclusivity of extra ecclesiam nulla salus was one

of the Enlightenment’s main arguments against a revealed

religion. Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s vicaire savoyard summarizes a

common objection of the time.2 “Two-thirds of mankind are

neither Jews nor Mohammedans nor Christians,” he observes.

Moreover, in spite of the efforts of missionaries to evangelize the

world, it cannot be denied that many people die without ever

hearing “the gospel.” Indeed, even if “there were only a single
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3 Ibid., 470.
4 Ibid., 471.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid., 472.
8 Ibid., 473.

man in the whole universe who had never been preached to about

Jesus Christ,” Rousseau doubts that Christianity could adequately

explain “what we are going to do with that person?”3 Does such

a person eternally perish simply because he never heard the

gospel? 

Rousseau presses the objection further and suggests, “even if

the ministers of the gospel have made themselves heard by distant

peoples, what have they told them which could reasonably be

accepted on their word and which did not demand the most exact

verification?”4 The articles of the faith are too incredible to be

taken seriously. “You proclaim to me a God born and dead two

thousand years ago at the other end of the world in some little

town, and you tell me that whoever has not believed in this

mystery will be damned.”5 If the inhabitants of Jerusalem during

the life of Jesus failed to recognize his divinity and “treated God

like a thief,” Rousseau wonders, “what shall I do then, I who have

never even heard him mentioned except by you?”6 Arguing

against a reliance on religious faith or testimony in any form, he

asserts that “no one is exempt from the first duty of man; no one

has a right to rely on the judgment of others.”7 Indeed, “there is

one [book] open to all eyes: it is the book of nature. It is from this

great and sublime book that I learn to serve and worship its divine

author. No one can be excused for not reading it, because it

speaks to all men a language that is intelligible to all minds.”8

The Enlightenment perspective on the question of salvation is

fundamentally anthropocentric. What matters is the human being,

and what might be said about God himself is not really important.

In this view what matters above all is the present life. The afterlife

is interesting only insofar as it has an impact on the hic et nunc.
Because natural religion is common to all, it is considered to be
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9 In the view of the Enlightenment, religion is merely a human work. Traces of this

sentiment are observable in Immanuel Kant’s objections to the Trinity and the Incarnation:

“Of the teaching on the Trinity, taken literally, one can do nothing at the practical level, even

if one would believe that he understands it, and even less when one realizes that it surpasses

all our concepts. . . . If this God-man is not represented as the idea eternally present in God

of humanity pleasing him in its whole moral perfection, but as a divinity residing bodily in a

real man and acting in him as a second nature: then there is nothing practical we can do with

that mystery, because it cannot be required from us that we should act as a God, and he

cannot become an example for us.” (“Aus der Dreieinigkeitslehre, nach dem Buchstaben

genommen, läßt sich schlechterdings nichts fürs Praktische machen, wenn man sie gleich zu

verstehen glaubte, noch weniger aber wenn man inne wird, da sie gar alle unsere Begriffe

übersteigt... Wenn dieser Gottmensch nicht als die in Gott von Ewigkeit her liegende Idee der

Menschheit in ihrer ganzem ihm wohlgefälligen moralischen Vollkommenheit, sondern als die

in einem wirklichen Menschen ‘leibhaftig wohnende’ und als zweite Natur in ihm wirkende

Gottheit vorgestellt wird: so ist aus diesem Geheimnisse gar nichts praktisches für uns zu

machen, weil wir doch von uns nicht verlangen können, daß wir es einem Gotte gleich thun

sollen, er also in so fern kein Beispiel für uns werden kann.”) (Immanuel Kant, Der Streit der

Fakultäten [The Conflict of the Faculties], Abschnitt 1, Der Streit der philosophischen Facultät

mit der theologischen. Anhang einer Erläuterung des Streits der Facultäten durch das Beispiel

desjenigen zwischen der theologischen und philosophischen, 2. Philosophische Grundsätze der

Schriftauslegung zur Beilegung des Streits [AK 7:38]; my translation).
10 One likewise encounters this theme in the words of Jesus: “Truly, truly, I say to you, he

who does not enter the sheepfold by the door but climbs in by another way, that man is a thief

and a robber; but he who enters by the door is the shepherd of the sheep” (Jn 10:1-2).

much more acceptable than any revealed religion.9 Hell would be

the worst injustice of all. My intention is not to argue against this

strange optimism regarding natural religion—as if philosophers

themselves would even be able to achieve unanimity in this

regard—but to address their concern about the salvation of

persons who have not received Christian revelation.

II. CHRIST IS OUR SALVATION

Saint Paul summarized the Christian life when he said “For me

to live is Christ, and to die is gain” (Phil 1:21). The unique event

of the Incarnation of the only God, of his death and resurrection,

implies an exclusive status to those who are saved: “This is the

stone which was rejected by you builders, but which has become

the cornerstone. And there is salvation in no one else, for there is

no other name under heaven given among men by which we must

be saved” (Acts 4:11-12).10 The New Testament also adverts to a

strong bond between Christ and the Church, his body. This is why
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11 Here is the context of the statement (from Letter 73.21): “But, if the baptism of public

confession and of blood cannot avail the heretic anything to salvation because there is no

salvation out of the Church, how much less does it accomplish for him if, in secret places and

in the caves of robbers, bathed by the contagion of adulterous waters, he has not so much

revealed his former sins, but besides, rather added new and greater ones?” (Saint Cyprian,

Letters [1-81], trans. Sister Rose Bernard Donna, C.S.J., The Fathers of the Church, vol. 51

[Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1964], 282). See also Letter 4.4:

“And then, indeed, they were killed by the sword when as yet carnal circumcision also

remained; but now since circumcision for the faithful servants of God has begun to be

spiritual, the proud and insolent are slain with the sword of the Spirit while they are cast out

from the Church. For they cannot live without since the House of God is one and there can

be no salvation for anyone except in the Church” (ibid., 13).
12 Boniface VIII, Unam Sanctam, 18 Nov. 1302 (Denz. 870, 875): “Unam sanctam

Ecclesiam catholicam et ipsam apostolicam urgente fide credere cogimur et tenere, nosque

hanc firmiter credimus et simpliciter confitemur, extra quam nec salus est nec remissio

peccatorum… Porro subesse Romano Pontifici omni humanae creaturae declaramus, dicimus,

diffinimus omnino esse de necessitate salutis” (“That there is only one, holy, catholic and

apostolic Church we are compelled by faith to believe and hold, and we firmly believe in her

and sincerely confess her, outside of whom there is neither salvation nor remission of sins. .

. . Furthermore we declare, state and define that it is absolutely necessary for the salvation of

all human beings that they submit to the Roman Pontiff” [J. Neuner, S.J. and J. Dupuis, S.J.,

eds, The Christian Faith (New York: Alba House, 1996), 280]).

Jesus can say to Saul, who had never met him, “Saul, Saul, why do

you persecute me?” (Acts 22:7).

Saint Cyprian assembled these various elements into a formula

that would become famous: salus extra Ecclesiam non est (“there

is no salvation outside the Church”).11 Pope Boniface VIII pushed

this point to its limits: “We declare, state and define that for every

human creature it is a matter of strict necessity for salvation to be

subject to the Roman Pontiff.”12 Pius IX slightly softened this

same doctrine, adding to it the key concept of invincible

ignorance. He rejected the “very grave error entrapping some

Catholics” which affirms that “it is possible to arrive at eternal

salvation through living in error and alienated from the true faith

and Catholic unity.” However, Pius did recognize the existence of

“those who are struggling with invincible ignorance about our

most holy religion.” Such people are “sincerely observing the

natural law and its precepts inscribed by God on all hearts and

[are] ready to obey God.” Thus, because “God knows, searches

and clearly under-stands the minds, hearts, thoughts, and nature

of all, his supreme kindness and clemency do not permit anyone
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13 Pius IX, encyclical Quanto conficiamur moerere (10 August 1863) (Denz. 2865-66). See

also Pius IX, allocutio Singulari Quadam, in Consistorio Secreto, 9 December 1854 (Pii IX

Pontificis Maximi Acta, I/1).
14 Dei Verbum 2.
15 Lumen gentium 14.
16 Lumen gentium 16.

at all who is not guilty of deliberate sin to suffer eternal

punishments.”13 

Vatican II asserted the same view. The central point is found

in Dei Verbum: “the deepest truth about God and the salvation of

man shines out for our sake in Christ, who is both the mediator

and the fullness of all revelation.”14 Lumen gentium states that

Christ, who is “present to us in His Body, which is the Church, is

the one Mediator and the unique way of salvation.” Hence,

membership in the Church is required because Christ “Himself

affirmed the necessity of faith and baptism and thereby affirmed

also the necessity of the Church, for through baptism as through

a door men enter the Church.” Moreover, membership in the

Church must be explicit in those who recognize its necessity.

“Whosoever, therefore, knowing that the Catholic Church was

made necessary by Christ, [and] would refuse to enter or to

remain in it, could not be saved.”15 Nonetheless, Lumen gentium
also indicates that salvation is possible for those who “through no

fault of their own do not know the Gospel of Christ or His

Church, yet sincerely seek God and moved by grace strive by their

deeds to do His will as it is known to them through the dictates

of conscience.” The Church assures us that God does not

withhold “helps necessary for salvation to those who, without

blame on their part, have not yet arrived at an explicit knowledge

of God and with His grace strive to live a good life.”16 When

considering the history of this doctrine, we must remember that

Christ is the Savior. It is only because of Christ that the Church is

necessarily related to salvation. Nonetheless, the nature of this

relation is not obvious and must be explained. Indeed, the very

fact that Christ is the Savior is not obvious and is only

“understood” in faith.

Francis A. Sullivan, S.J., suggests that “the conviction of

medieval theologians that no one lacking Christian faith and
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17 Francis A. Sullivan, S.J., Salvation outside the Church? Tracing the History of the

Catholic Response (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1992), 63.
18 “It is necessary for salvation that men be united together in the name of the one true

religion. Therefore sacraments are necessary for man's salvation” (STh III, q. 61, a. 1, sed

contra). Unless otherwise indicated, quotations from the Summa Theologiae are drawn from

the Fathers of the English Dominican Province translation (Westminster, Md.: Christian

Classics, 1948).
19 STh III, q. 8, a. 1.

baptism could be saved was conditioned by the fact that their

world was practically co-extensive with Christian Europe.” It was

not until the “the discoveries of the fifteenth and sixteenth

centuries” that “Christian thinkers began to revise their

understanding of the possibility of salvation for people ‘outside

the church’ in the light of this newly acquired knowledge.”17 In

other words, an increased awareness of the situation of invincibly

ignorant non-Christians contributed, in part, to the interpretive

evolution of the doctrine of extra Ecclesiam nulla salus. Never-

theless, medieval theology made this evolution possible, and some

postmedieval factors made it difficult. In what follows I will

examine two relevant points from the perspective of St. Thomas:

the bond between Christ and the Church, and the necessity of

consciousness in a moral act.

III. SAINT THOMAS ON CHRIST AND THE CHURCH

Saint Thomas affirms the necessity of both the Church and the

sacraments.18 We cannot save ourselves by our own means. We

need that divine help which is grace and comes from Christ, the

Head. Saint Thomas argues that Christ is “fittingly called the

Head of the Church” for three reasons, all related to the grace He

gives: first, “on account of His [Christ’s] nearness to God His

grace is the highest and first [altior et prior]”; second, because

Christ has “perfection as regards the fulness of all graces”; third,

because “He has the power of bestowing grace on all the members

of the Church.” In other words, Christ is Head of the Church

because he gives grace.19

Christ is also the Head because he is Savior, and the Church,

in a sense, includes all human beings. Although “the members of
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20 STh III, q. 8, a. 3.
21 Ibid.
22 “We must therefore consider the members of the mystical body not only as they are in

act, but as they are in potentiality. Nevertheless, some are in potentiality who will never be

reduced to act, and some are reduced at some time to act” (ibid.).
23 “Fourthly, [Christ is head] of those who are united to Him merely in potentiality, which

is not yet reduced to act, yet will be reduced to act according to Divine predestination; fifthly,

[Christ is head] of those who are united to Him in potentiality, which will never be reduced

to act; such are those men existing in the world, who are not predestined, who, however, on

their departure from this world, wholly cease to be members of Christ, as being no longer in

potentiality to be united to Christ” (ibid.).
24 “Sometimes by the term ‘church’ it means that which is actually in God’s presence, into

which no persons are received but those who are children of God by grace of adoption and

true members of Christ by sanctification of the Holy Spirit. Then, indeed, the Church includes

not only the saints presently living on earth, but all the elect from the beginning of the world.

the natural body are all together,” the members of the mystical

body are not all together “neither as regards their natural being,

since the body of the Church is made up of the men who have

been from the beginning of the world until its end—nor as regards

their supernatural being, since, of those who are at any one time,

some there are who are without grace, yet will afterwards obtain

it, and some have it already.” 20 Indeed, “if we take the whole

time of the world in general, Christ is the Head of all men, but

diversely.”21 All people are called to salvation. All people are at

least potential members of the Church.22 Both of these statements

are identical for St. Thomas. Strictly speaking, a non-Church

member is someone who has not actualized his potential

membership. 23 We have yet to explain how such a refusal can

happen, but the fundamental point remains: for St. Thomas

“saved” and “Church member” are somehow synonymous.

Understood this way, extra Ecclesiam nulla salus is obvious.

However, what is not so obvious is that “Church” is understood

today in this sense of St. Thomas.

The contemporary understanding of “Church” is still deeply

influenced by St. Robert Bellarmine’s answer to the Reformation.

John Calvin tried to understand where the Church was, and—in

a line of argumentation rather similar to St. Thomas’s (cf. STh I-II,
q. 112, a. 5)—Bellarmine replied that in the present situation we

cannot really see who is saved and therefore we cannot really see

the Church.24 Because of his desire to deny what he perceived as



CHARLES MOREROD, O.P.524

Often, however, the name ‘church’ designates the whole multitude of men spread over the

earth who profess to worship one God and Christ. By baptism we are initiated into faith in

him; by partaking in the Lord’s Supper we attest our unity in true doctrine and love; in the

Word of the Lord we have agreement, and for the preaching of the Word the ministry

instituted by Christ is preserved. In this church are mingled many hypocrites who have

nothing of Christ but the name and outward appearance. . . . Such are tolerated for a time

either because they cannot be convicted by a competent tribunal or because a vigorous

discipline does not always flourish as it ought. Just as we must believe, therefore, that the

former church, invisible to us, is visible to the eyes of God alone, so we are commanded to

revere and keep communion with the latter, which is called ‘church’ in respect to men” (John

Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, vol. 2, ed. John McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles

[Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1967], 1021-22).
25 Bellarmine’s reading of Calvin was not wrong, but it was somewhat incomplete. 
26 “Nostra autem sententia est, Ecclesiam unam tantum esse, et illam unam et veram esse

coetum hominum ejusdem christianae fidei professione, et eorundem sacramentorum

communione colligatum, sub regimine legitimorum pastorum, ac praecipue unius Christi in

terris vicarii romani pontificis. Ex qua definitione facile colligi potest, qui homines ad

Ecclesiam pertineant, qui vero ad eam non pertineant. . . . Ecclesia enim est coetus hominum

ita visibilis et palpabilis, ut est coetus populi romani, vel regnum Galliae, aut respublica

Venetorum” (Robertus Bellarminus, De controversiis christianae fidei adversus hujus temporis

haereticos, II, lib. 3, De Ecclesia militante, caput II [Naples: Apud Josephum Giuliano, 1857],

tomus II, 75).

a unilateral focus on the invisible Church in Calvin’s theology,

Bellarmine insisted on the visibility of the Church.25 He wanted

to make sure that we know who the members of the Church are,

and where the Church is:

Our sententia is that there is only one Church, and that this one and true

[Church] is the group of men united by the profession of the same Christian faith

and the communion to the same sacraments, under the rule of the legitimate

pastors, and above all of the one vicar of Christ on the earth, the Roman Pontiff.

From this definition, we can easily decide which men belong to the Church and

which men do not. . . . For the Church is an assembly of men, as visible and

palpable as the assembly of the Roman people, or the Kingdom of France, or the

Republic of the Venetians.26

In some ways, Bellarmine’s definition differs with the common

patristic and medieval view more than does Calvin’s definition.

Bellarmine certainly did not intend to give an exhaustive

definition of the Church in this text, but his minimal definition

was very successful. And, unfortunately, the word “Church” is

usually understood today in its more minimalistic, Bellarminian

sense. Even theologians who would not like to be identified with
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27 “We have seen that, in recent decades, there has been a shift away from the patristic and

scholastic custom of giving the word ‘church’ such a wide meaning that it included all who are

being saved. The more restricted use of the term does not seek to deny the insights which the

earlier usage conveyed, but rather to better serve the Church of today, with its keen awareness

of the values inherent in other religions and in the world at large and its effort to work

together with these others in order to realize more fully God’s Kingdom” (William Henn,

“The Church and the Kingdom of God,” Studia missionalia 46 [1997], 146).
28 “If the Trinity desires to live in the midst of creatures, if the Holy Spirit wants to become

the principle, more than that, the host and the uncreated soul of the Church, her uncreated

Soul, He will have to give to human beings some spiritual gifts to prepare them for destinies

so high. These gifts will be like an outpouring of the capital grace present in the holy soul of

Christ, Head of the Church, namely of his priestly power, of his grace, of his truth, which will

become the elements, either presupposed, or constitutive, of the created soul of the Church;

they are . . . the sacramental characters, the sacramental graces, and finally the right

jurisdictional orientation as emanating from the jurisdictional powers and as received in the

heart of the faithful. In short, to summarize everything with one word, it will be necessary that

the Holy Spirit fill human beings with charity which is sacramental and ‘directed.’ This is,

indeed, the created, undivided soul of the Church. This soul goes down towards human

beings. It becomes incarnate in them. It transforms them internally. The permanent virtues

and the secret capacities that it confers to them will be for them the principle of a new manner

of acting, of working. Consequently, a change will occur in their external behaviors. The

whole of these external demonstrations is the body of the Church” (“Si la Trinité veut se faire

une demeure vivante au milieu de ses créatures, si l’Esprit saint veut devenir le principe, plus

encore l’hôte et la forme incréée de l’Eglise, bref son Ame incréée, il faudra qu’il revête les

hommes, pour les préparer à de si hautes destinées, de dons spirituels qui seront comme un

épanchement de la grâce capitale déposée dans la sainte âme du Christ, tête de l’Eglise, à

savoir de sa puissance sacerdotale, de sa grâce, de sa vérité, et qui deviendront les éléments,

soit présupposés, soit constitutifs, de l’âme créée de l’Eglise; ce sont, nous l’avons dit, les

the Counter-Reformation seem to believe that an ecclesiology

such as St. Thomas’s is untenable in the present interreligious

context, and that a Bellarminian view is the only viable option.27

In actuality, however, extra ecclesiam nulla salus makes sense

only if “Church” means “all who are being saved.” Other defini-

tions would imply that this traditional doctrine—explicitly present

in Vatican II—requires an essential redefinition. Moreover, the

contemporary “keen awareness of the values inherent in other

religions and in the world at large” does not necessitate a rejection

St. Thomas’s ecclesiology. This is what Charles Journet was able

to show.

Journet insists on the link between the body and the soul of the

Church. For him, the Church has two souls, each one depending

on the other: the Holy Spirit and the effect of his action in us,

summarized in the highest effect of grace, namely, charity.28 The
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caractères sacramentels, les grâces sacramentelles, et enfin la droite orientation juridictionnelle

en tant qu’émanant des pouvoirs juridictionnels et en tant que reçue dans le cœur des fidèles.

Bref, pour tout résumer en un mot, il faudra que l’Esprit saint revête les hommes de la charité

en tant qu’elle est sacramentelle et orientée. Voilà, en effet, l’âme créée indivise de l’Eglise.

Cette âme descend vers les hommes. Elle s’incarne en eux. Elle les transforme intérieurement.

Les vertus permanentes et les pouvoirs secrets qu’elle leur confère seront pour eux le principe

d’une nouvelle manière d’agir, d’œuvrer. Dès lors, un changement se produira jusque dans leur

condition et leur comportement extérieurs. L’ensemble de ces manifestations extérieures, voilà

le corps de l’Eglise”) (Charles Journet, L’Eglise du Verbe incarné, vol. 3 [Saint-Maurice:

Editions Saint-Augustin, 2000], 1434). Volume 3 is the second part of volume 2 in the 1951

edition.
29 “Où est l’âme créée de l’Eglise, là est son corps; inversement, où est le corps de l’Eglise,

là est son âme” (Charles Journet, L’Eglise du Verbe incarné, vol. 2 [Saint-Maurice: Editions

Saint-Augustin, 1999], 43).
30 “It is impossible, either that the soul of the Church, as received in men, does not work

to reveal externally the body of the Church, or that the body of the Church can appear where

her soul is not” (“Il est impossible, ou bien que l’âme de l’Eglise, en tant que reçue dans les

hommes . . . ne travaille pas à faire apparaître au-dehors le corps de l’Eglise, ou bien que le

corps de l’Eglise puisse apparaître là où n’est pas son âme” [Journet, L’Eglise du Verbe incarné,

3:1553]).
31 “Où paraît quelque chose de l’âme de l’Eglise, paraît quelque chose du corps de l’Eglise.

Les justes qui appartiennent à L’Eglise par le désir de leur charité, voto, mentaliter, sans encore

lui appartenir de manière complète, re, corporaliter, tendent, même sans le remarquer, à

extérioriser leur désir” (ibid., 3:1557-58).

Holy Spirit gives to human beings the grace that comes from

Christ. This makes them part of the Body of Christ and guarantees

that “a change will occur in their external behaviors.” The

spiritual element and the visibility of the Church are thus related.

Journet expresses this relation in his “coextensivity” principle:

“where the created soul of the Church is, there is her body; vice

versa, where the body of the Church is, there is her soul.”29 The

soul and the body—the invisible and the visible elements—must

be together because the soul of the Church cannot be actively

present without making the body, and the body cannot be present

without the soul (as in the case of human beings, because God

respects the nature of his creatures).30 Journet does divide the

visible and the invisible aspects of the Church. However, he also

recognizes that identifying the members of the Church is not

always simple. “The just ones who belong to the Church by the

desire of their charity, voto, mentaliter, without belonging to her

fully yet, re, corporaliter, tend, without even noticing it, to

exteriorize their desire.” 31 Some people might not even be aware
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32 “Toutefois le sens véritable de ce désir demeurant souvent caché aux yeux et inaperçu

d’eux-mêmes, on pourra parler, à propos de ces justes, d’appartenance invisible à l’Eglise

visible” (ibid., 3:1558).
33 Charles Journet, The Meaning of Grace (New York: P. J. Kenedy & Sons, 1960), 119.
34 Ibid., 117-118.

that their actions are due to the work of the Holy Spirit in them.

Their actions will make the Church visible, but this will occur

unbeknownst to them and others because our eyes do not always

recognize charity. Therefore it is legitimate to refer to “an

invisible membership to the visible Church.”32

Is this unconscious visible membership in the Church

sufficient? If it is a true membership in the Church then, for that

very reason, it is sufficient for salvation. In that sense it is better

than a mere membership through the characters of baptism and

confirmation, without the theological virtues. But it does not

mean that a full, conscious membership is inferior to an

unconscious membership. For instance, Journet says that, when

members of other religions receive the Holy Spirit and accept his

influence in them, “the Church finds in such souls hidden allies

and accomplices, and begins to acquire through them, even within

these alien groups, a certain visibility.”33 To these people God

sends what could be called “graces at a distance” or “Christian

graces by derivation.” Nevertheless, Journet acknowledges that

this is not the normal way to be in the Church. Insofar as these

graces are accepted “they set up a regime in which the Church can

exist, not of course in its normal and completed state, but in a

rudimentary or, rather, abnormal and restricted state.34

The graces received in this restricted context, although

powerful, are hindered from fully developing, because the

recipient does not receive the graces with knowledge of their

origin, and because their other religions contain some teachings

opposed to Christianity. Nonetheless, the graces received do

possess a dynamism ordered towards full membership, which

would be much better. “If they came under the beneficent

influence of the hierarchy, these graces at a distance would be

succeeded by graces of contact, sacramental and orientated graces,

fully ‘Christian’ and able to make men like Christ.” Journet

compares these graces to “a rose-tree kept for a long time in an
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35 Ibid., 124.
36 Such equivocation would be odd, because “just as He does for all other things, so also

for man, God provides according to his condition” (ScG IV, c. 56). 
37 “Quisquis ad hoc sensu subtiliore pertingere potest, et id scire, aut ita sciens credere

noluerit, salvus esse non poterit . . . multi vero, aut aetatis quantitate, aut intelligentiae

qualitate praepediti, non valent” (Leo III in “Acta collationis romanae” [PL 109, col. 971-

unsuitable climate which, suddenly transplanted to a sunny

region, can show of what it is capable and blossom to the full.”35

In summary, Journet can positively regard the values present

in other religions while retaining a Thomistic view of the Church

as the community of the saved ones. Within his theology, there is

no opposition between the visible and the invisible aspects of the

Church. He maintains that in the Church—as in the human

being—body and soul must be together, thus avoiding an

equivocal use of the terms “body” and “soul” in reference to the

Church and man.36 In other words, the principles of a medieval

theologian make it possible to respect other religions while

maintaining extra ecclesiam nulla salus. I will now try to show

how St. Thomas contributed to Pius IX’s consideration of

invincible ignorance.

IV. INVINCIBLE IGNORANCE

The notion of invincible ignorance, received into the magis-

terium by Pope Pius IX, is crucial when considering the objections

of Enlightenment philosophers to revealed religion—the question

of the salvation of those unaware of revealed religion. However,

this development of doctrine is not due only to the

Enlightenment. It was present before Pius IX, even in some much

older papal teaching.

When Charlemagne’s legates asked Pope Leo III to introduce

the filioque into the Creed (in 809), they explained that one had

to know faith in order to be saved. Leo III refused their request,

and replied thus to their argument: “Anybody who can attain with

great subtlety to this meaning, and knows it, but knowing it this

way would refuse to believe it, could not be saved. But . . . many

who, impeded either because of the number of years or by the

quality of intelligence, cannot [attain it].”37 Although this papal
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972])
38 See STh II-II, q. 5, a. 3.
39 “Two things are requisite for faith. First, that the things which are of faith should be

proposed to man: this is necessary in order that man believe anything explicitly. The second

thing requisite for faith is the assent of the believer to the things which are proposed to him.

Accordingly, as regards the first of these, faith must needs be from God. Because those things

which are of faith surpass human reason, hence they do not come to man's knowledge, unless

God reveal them. To some, indeed, they are revealed by God immediately, as those things

which were revealed to the apostles and prophets, while to some they are proposed by God

in sending preachers of the faith” (STh II-II, q. 6, a. 1).
40 See De Verit., q. 14, a. 1: “Sometimes . . . the understanding can be determined to one

side of a contradictory proposition neither immediately through the definitions of the terms,

as is the case with principles, nor yet in virtue of principles, as is the case with conclusions

from a demonstration. And in this situation our understanding is determined by the will,

which chooses to assent to one side definitely and precisely because of something which is

enough to move the will, though not enough to move the understanding, namely, since it

seems good or fitting to assent to this side. And this is the state of one who believes. This may

happen when someone believes what another says because it seems fitting or useful to do so.

Thus, too, we are moved to believe what God says because we are promised eternal life as a

reward if we believe. And this reward moves the will to assent to what is said, although the

intellect is not moved by anything which it understands. Therefore, Augustine says: ‘Man can

do other things unwillingly, but he can believe only if he wills it’” (The Disputed Questions

on Truth, vol. 2, Questions X-XX, trans. James V. McGlynn, S.J. [Chicago: Henry Regnery

Company, 1953], 210).

text applies to Christians, and does not deal with the situation of

non-Christians, it does affirm some kind of principle of invincible

ignorance. The meaning of this principle must be studied with

greater depth. And this is what St. Thomas and his school make

possible.

For St. Thomas, the explicit acceptance of the articles of faith

is necessary for salvation, in the case of believers: if a believer

chooses to accept only some articles, he does not have faith in any

article at all.38 The believer should recognize that faith depends on

divine revelation and submit his own judgment to divine truth.

The problem emerges, however, when considering this particular
choice, not the fact of choosing, because faith itself requires a

choice, namely, the choice of accepting what is proposed.39 Faith

requires grace, but it remains a human choice. Furthermore, faith

requires an act of free will because human intelligence cannot

completely know the object. The will is involved.40 The choice

must be conscious to qualify as an authentic choice (although it

may be conscious only in part). 
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41 “Of actions done by man those alone are properly called ‘human,’ which are proper to

man as man. Now man differs from irrational animals in this, that he is master of his actions.

Wherefore those actions alone are properly called human, of which man is master. Now man

is master of his actions through his reason and will; whence, too, the free-will is defined as

‘the faculty and will of reason.’ Therefore those actions are properly called human which

proceed from a deliberate will. And if any other actions are found in man, they can be called

actions ‘of a man,’ but not properly ‘human’ actions, since they are not proper to man as man”

(STh I-II q. 1, a. 1).
42 See STh II-II, q. 76, a. 2: “It is evident that whoever neglects to have or do what he

ought to have or do, commits a sin of omission. Wherefore through negligence, ignorance of

what one is bound to know, is a sin; whereas it is not imputed as a sin to man, if he fails to

know what he is unable to know. Consequently ignorance of such like things is called

‘invincible,’ because it cannot be overcome by study. For this reason such like ignorance, not

being voluntary, since it is not in our power to be rid of it, is not a sin: wherefore it is evident

that no invincible ignorance is a sin. On the other hand, vincible ignorance is a sin, if it be

about matters one is bound to know; but not, if it be about things one is not bound to know.”
43 See STh III, q. 68, a. 10.
44 Saint Thomas teaches that there are times (beyond situations of ignorance) when it is

better not to be baptized: “In a case of necessity anyone may baptize. And since nowise ought

one to sin, if the priest be unwilling to baptize without being paid, one must act as though

there were no priest available for the baptism. Hence the person who is in charge of the child

can, in such a case, lawfully baptize it, or cause it to be baptized by anyone else. He could,

however, lawfully buy the water from the priest, because it is merely a bodily element. But if

it were an adult in danger of death that wished to be baptized, and the priest were unwilling

to baptize him without being paid, he ought, if possible, to be baptized by someone else. And

if he is unable to have recourse to another, he must by no means pay a price for Baptism, and

should rather die without being baptized, because for him the baptism of desire would supply

the lack of the sacrament” (STh II-II, q. 100, a. 2, ad 1).

In any case, only conscious acts can be moral.41 This

foundational principle of St. Thomas’s moral theology leads

directly to Pius IX’s teaching on invincible ignorance. Saint

Thomas explicitly teaches that invincible ignorance is not sinful.42

Moreover, the choice made must be for the good, and sometimes

it is better to choose not to receive a sacrament. Saint Thomas

says this several times about baptism itself. For instance, one

should not baptize the children of Jews against the will of their

parents,43 and an adult might even be obligated to refuse baptism

in order to avoid sin.44 This does not mean that the sacrament is

wholly absent. A desire for the sacrament can be sufficient to

receive its grace. God can give the grace of a sacrament without

the actual sacrament, in virtue of a desire for the effect of the

sacrament. In other words, to receive the effect of baptism by

simple desire is not the absence of baptism; nor is it the complete
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45 “The Divine power is not confined to the sacraments. . . . Yet, just as none receive the

effect of Baptism without the desire of Baptism; so none receive the effect of Confirmation,

without the desire of Confirmation. And man can have this even before receiving Baptism”

(STh III, q. 72, a. 6). Regarding baptism of desire, see STh III, q. 68, a. 2. Regarding the

Eucharist, see STh III, q. 73, a. 3. Regarding penance, see IV Sent., d. 17, q. 3, a. 5, qcla. 1;

De forma absolutionis, cap. 2.
46 STh II-II, q. 10, a. 1. In contrast, the second type of unbelief is “by way of opposition

to the faith.” In this sense of unbelief, “a man refuses to hear the faith, or despises it” and thus

commits sin.
47 Ibid., ad 1. Vatican II echoes this position: “All men are bound to seek the truth,

especially in what concerns God and His Church, and to embrace the truth they come to

know, and to hold fast to it (Dignitatis humanae 1).

absence of the Church, who normally administers baptism and

into whom one is incorporated by baptism.45

Saint Thomas explicitly considers ignorance to be an excuse for

infidelitas (i.e., the absence of faith). He argues that there are two

kinds of unbelief. The first type of unbelief is “by way of pure

negation, so that a man be called an unbeliever, merely because he

has not the faith.” This type of unbelief is located in “those who

have heard nothing about the faith,” and thus “it bears the

character, not of sin, but of punishment, because such like

ignorance of Divine things is a result of the sin of our first parent.

If such like unbelievers are damned, it is on account of other sins,

which cannot be taken away without faith, but not on account of

their sin of unbelief.”46 A simple lack of faith cannot, by itself, be

a sufficient reason for damnation. Unbelief is not a sin in those

who have never heard about faith because they can be condemned

only for what is in their power; that is, what is in the power of

human nature. Human nature implies a duty to listen to preaching

about God and to accept what is recognized as true: “To have the

faith is not part of human nature, but it is part of human nature

that man’s mind should not thwart his inner instinct, and the

outward preaching of the truth. Hence, in this way, unbelief is

contrary to nature.”47

Saint Thomas does not articulate a full theory of the possibility

of salvation through invincible ignorance, but he lays several foun-

dation stones in preparation for such an account. Furthermore,

when his disciples became aware of the great number of people

who were unexposed to the gospel, they developed their teacher’s
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48 Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews, c. 11, lect. 2 (trans. Fabian R. Larcher, O.P.;

available online at the website of the Dominican House of Studies

[http://dhspriory.org/thomas/SSHebrews.htm#112]).
49 Ibid.
50 Ibid.
51 Ibid.
52 STh II-II, q. 1, a. 7.

thought and applied what Thomas said about the Gentiles before

Christ to the situation of their contemporary pagans. Saint

Thomas states: “after the sin of our first parents, no one can be

saved from the debt of original sin except by faith in the

Mediator.” 48 However, he recognizes “that faith varies as far as

the mode of believe [sic] is concerned, for different times and

states.”49 Those of us today who have received the fullness of

revelation “must believe more explicitly than those who existed

before the time of Christ.”50 Prior to the coming of Christ “some

believed more explicitly, as the greater fathers and some to whom

a special revelation was made,” and “those under the Law

believed more explicitly than those before the Law, because they

were given certain sacraments by which Christ was represented as

by a figure.” Nonetheless, St. Thomas concludes “for the Gentiles

who were saved it was enough if they believed that God is a

rewarder; and this reward is received through Christ alone.

Hence, they believed implicitly in a mediator.”51 This implicit

belief can be understood in light of the following statement: “All

the articles are contained implicitly in certain primary matters of

faith [in aliquibus primis credibilibus], such as God’s existence,

and His providence over the salvation of man, according to Heb.

11: ‘He that cometh to God, must believe that He is, and is a

rewarder to them that seek Him.’”52

On the basis of reason, we can already come to the conclusion

that there is a God and that this God cares about what we can

know about him. The conviction that God provides for us may

already be implicit faith in what God actually does: he sends his

Son. This is why a child (as soon as he reaches the age of reason)

can choose the proper end—the good—and receive the
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53 See STh I-II, q. 89, a. 6: “Before a man comes to the age of discretion, the lack of years

hinders the use of reason and excuses him from mortal sin, wherefore, much more does it

excuse him from venial sin, if he does anything which is such generically. But when he begins

to have the use of reason, he is not entirely excused from the guilt of venial or mortal sin.

Now the first thing that occurs to a man to think about then, is to deliberate about himself.

And if he then direct himself to the due end, he will, by means of grace, receive the remission

of original sin: whereas if he does not then direct himself to the due end, and as far as he is

capable of discretion at that particular age, he will sin mortally, for through not doing that

which is in his power to do.” See also Charles Journet: "In the case of unbaptized children it

is indeed in the very process of their first free act that they encounter, not yet the authority,

but still the mystery, of the Church. The prophetic light which falls on them to show them the

good of salvation, the good by which they can be saved, the sanctifying light which urges them

to assent to it, this is already the presence in them of the Church which is holy and Catholic.

If they assent to these lights, they are at once undoubtedly joined, initially, imperfectly, yet in

a way which brings salvation, to the great universal Church entrusted here below to the

jurisdiction of Peter and of the sovereign pontiff (they do not know it, and neither does it

know them by name), of which Christ is the head (they do know know him, but he knows

them by name). On the other hand, if they turn away from this light, then it is the Church

which they wound in themselves, at the very moment when it tries to save them." (Charles

Journet, What is Dogma?, trans. Mark Pontifex, O.S.B. [New York: Hawthorn Books, Inc.,

1964], 35).
54 Franciscus de Victoria, De Indis et De iure belli relectiones, ed. Ernest Nys (Washington,

D.C.: Carnegie Institution of Washington, 1917). 
55 Ibid., 2.9 (p. 142): “I say accordingly on this point that negligence with regard to the

subject-matter is requisite for ignorance, even though it be vincible, to be imputed as, and to

be, a sin, as, for example, that the man refused to hear or did not believe what he did hear;

and on the other hand I say that for invincible ignorance it is enough that the man bestowed

human diligence in trying to learn, even if in other respects he is in mortal sin. And so on this

point our judgment is the same concerning one in sin and one in grace, both now and

immediately after Christ’s coming or after His passion. . . . It is certain that the Jews who were

away from Judaea, whether they were in sin or not, had invincible ignorance about baptism

and about the faith of Christ. Just as there could at that time be a case of invincible ignorance

on this matter, so there may also be nowadays among those who have not had baptism

declared to them. But the mistake which the doctors in question make is in thinking that when

we postulate invincible ignorance on the subject of baptism or of the Christian faith it follows

forgiveness of original sin, even without an explicit knowledge of

Christ.53

Francisco de Vitoria provides us with the best example of

recourse to St. Thomas’s principles in a new situation. In his work

De Indis et De iure belli relectiones, Vitoria explicitly uses St.

Thomas in his defense of the Indians in the newly discovered

America.54 “I say that for invincible ignorance it is enough that the

man bestowed human diligence in trying to learn, even if in other

respects he is in mortal sin.”55 Vitoria indicates that “the
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at once that a person can be saved without baptism or the Christian faith, which, however,

does not follow.” 
56 Ibid.
57 Pius XII, Munificentissimus Deus (1 Nov. 1950) (Denzinger 3904; Neuner and Dupuis,

eds., The Christian Faith, 715).
58 STh II-II, q. 5, a. 3.
59 Ibid.

aborigines to whom no preaching of the faith or Christian religion

has come will be damned for mortal sins or for idolatry, but not

for the sin of unbelief, as St. Thomas . . . says, namely, that if they

do what in them lies, accompanied by a good life according to the

law of nature, it is consistent with God’s providence and He will

illuminate them regarding the name of Christ, but it does not

therefore follow that if their life be bad, ignorance or unbelief in

baptism and the Christian faith may be imputed to them as a

sin.”56 Here we observe invincible ignorance being used in the

same context and with the same meaning Pius IX gave to it, and

the argument is explicitly based on Aquinas. The principles can be

applied to any person who has never heard about the gospel.

But what about those who have actually heard about the

gospel, and do not accept part of the faith of the Catholic

Church? Pope Pius XII, when he defined the dogma of the

Assumption, used very strong terms: “If anyone, which God

forbid, should dare willfully to deny or to call into doubt that

which we have defined, let him know that he has fallen away

completely from the divine and Catholic Faith.”57 Pius XII is also

using Thomistic principles. Saint Thomas explains, “the formal

object of faith is the First Truth, as manifested in Holy Writ and

the teaching of the Church, which proceeds from the First

Truth.”58 Thus, “whoever does not adhere, as to an infallible and

Divine rule, to the teaching of the Church, which proceeds from

the First Truth” does not possess the “habit of faith” but rather

“holds that which is of faith otherwise than by faith.”59 The

implications of this are evident with regard to the Church. “He

who adheres to the teaching of the Church, as to an infallible rule,

assents to whatever the Church teaches; otherwise, if, of the

things taught by the Church, he holds what he chooses to hold,
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60 Ibid.
61 Ibid.
62 “Ce qui passera aux générations successives . . . ce sera le patrimoine d’une hérésie, le

patrimoine d’un schisme. . . . Une hérésie, un schisme sont des péchés personnels, des vices

personnels. Ils ne s’héritent pas. Pour qu’ils affectent plusieurs générations successives il faut

que les hommes de ces générations refassent eux-mêmes, en pleine conscience, le péché

d’hérésie ou le péché de schisme . . . en ratifiant pour leur compte, d’une manière vraiment

coupable, l’hérésie-mère, le schisme originel” (Journet, L’Eglise du Verbe incarné, 3:1198-99).
63 Lumen gentium 14.
64 Unitatis redintegratio 3.

and rejects what he chooses to reject, he no longer adheres to the

teaching of the Church as to an infallible rule, but to his own

will.”60 This type of adherence is not one of true faith, but is

“only a kind of opinion in accordance with his own will.”61 In

short: whoever refuses one truth declared by the Church follows

his own opinion rather than receiving revelation.

Should we therefore tell all Protestants and Orthodox Chris-

tians that they have “fallen away completely from the divine and

Catholic Faith,” and perhaps add that they cannot be saved? After

all, their situation is not a situation of complete ignorance.

Journet uses the same Thomistic principles already explained—a

moral act must be conscious—to solve this particular problem.

Heresies and schisms are “personal sins, personal vices.” Thus,

“they are not inherited” from previous generations. In fact, the

only way that heresies and schisms can render successive

generations culpable is if their members “repeat themselves, with

full consciousness, the sin of heresy or the sin of schism . . .

ratifying for themselves, in a really guilty way, the mother heresy,

the original schism.62

In fact, contemporary Protestants can be saved without being

Catholics, unless they know that “the Catholic Church was made

necessary by Christ.”63 Such Protestants are not saved outside the

Catholic Church because the efficacy of their means of salvation

“comes from that fullness of grace and truth which has been

entrusted to the Catholic Church.”64 In other words, they are, in

a way, members of the Church, although not fully.
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SUMMARY

Christ is the Savior given by God to all human beings, who can

accept him or refuse him. To be saved requires grace, which is

given within the Body of Christ, because it always comes from

Christ, Head of the Church.

The Enlightenment was especially vexed by the exclusivity of

the claims of revealed religions. Christianity does have an

exclusive claim—not in the sense that Christians themselves are

better (or more intelligent, etc.) persons than non-Christians, but

rather in the sense that Christ is the Savior. Enlightenment

philosophers questioned the justness of God should people who

could not know about Christ (for instance) be damned because of

their ignorance. Their question is, of course, understandable,

given what they probably heard from Christian theologians about

salvation and about the Church (understood in a Bellarminian

way). The growing awareness of the number of persons who did

not know about Christianity played a significant role in the

questions raised against extra ecclesiam nulla salus.
Pius IX said that non-Christians cannot be held responsible for

an invincible ignorance and that, although membership in the

Church is necessary for salvation, such non-Christians can still be

saved by doing what they perceive to be the will of God. Blessed

Pius IX developed this doctrine by using the principles of

Thomistic moral theology: an act can be moral only if it is

conscious.

Should we now say that non-Christians are saved outside the

Church? Cardinal Journet shows that we can be very open to the

value present in other religions without denying that salvation

happens within the Church: whoever receives grace, even without

knowing it, is by this very fact a member of the Body of Christ.

And this Body is always visible, because the graces received have

visible effects (i.e., acts of charity).



1 A shorter version of this essay was presented on 30 April 2011, at the Spring 2011
“Thomistic Circles” Conference on “Theo-Centric Ecclesiology” at the Dominican House of
Studies, Washington, D.C. The translation of the article’s French original and of all citations
from their original languages has been made by Dominic Langevin, O.P., the university
assistant to the author. The latter has reviewed the translation.

2 Thus, for example, the centrality of the notion of communion was only truly integrated
beginning in the 1980s.

3 See Benoît-Dominique de La Soujeole, Le sacrement de la communion: Essai
d’ecclésiologie fondamentale (Fribourg: Éditions Universitaires Fribourg, Suisse; Paris: Cerf,
1998), esp. 247ff.
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THE ECONOMY OF SALVATION: ENTITATIVE
SACRAMENTALITY AND OPERATIVE SACRAMENTALITY1
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T
HE ECCLESIOLOGY OF the Second Vatican Council,
principally contained in the constitution Lumen gentium,
presents a certain number of characteristics that are unique

to it but that equally are magisterial assessments of manifest
importance. Among these principal characteristics, attention is
generally paid to the Trinitarian movement of paragraphs two,
three, and four (an ecclesiology from “on high”), the recourse to
the notion of communion, and the adoption of the “category” of
sacrament. The Trinitarian origin and end of the Church—an
origin and end that establish the Church as a communion—are
facts that have been relatively well received, albeit after a certain
delay.2 On the other hand, the determination of the Church as a
sacrament has been varyingly received and, at the present time,
seems not to have been taken up much by theologians.3 The
purpose of this article is to elucidate the importance of this
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4 Charles Journet, “Le mystère de la sacramentalité: Le Christ, l’Église, les sept
sacrements,” Nova et Vetera (French ed.) 49 (1974): 161.

5 “. . . non ut duae res considerandae sunt, sed unam realitatem complexam efformant,
quae humano et divino coalescit elemento” (Lumen gentium 8.1). The Latin text is from
Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, ed. Norman Tanner, Giuseppe Alberigo, et al., vol. 2
(Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1990).

6 “Sicut enim natura assumpta Verbo divino ut vivum organum salutis, ei indissolubiliter
unitum, inservit, non dissimili modo socialis compago ecclesiae Spiritui Christi, eam
vivificanti, ad augmentum corporis inservit” (Lumen gentium 8.1).

ecclesiological theme, and to make clear what the Thomistic
tradition can contribute to our understanding of it.

Generally speaking, the word sacrament expresses in the Latin
tradition what the Greeks called mystery, but with an added
precision: what is entailed each time is a reality that is revealed
insofar as that reality manifests itself in the world for the world’s
salvation.

The Greeks have only one word, that of mystery, to designate the profound
realities that have been announced to us through divine revelation and that are
the object of our faith. The Trinity, the Incarnation, the Church, these are all
mysteries. The seven liturgical dramas of baptism, confirmation, the Eucharist
. . . are for them [i.e., the Greeks] seven mysteries. The Latins have two words.
When the mystery, in order to accommodate itself to our fragility, goes so far as
to wrap itself in veils . . . men will be able to designate it as a sacrament, a sacred
thing, a sacred sign, in order to separate it from profane realities. We will not say
of the Trinity that it is a sacrament.4

The sacramentality of the Church is Vatican II’s response to the
ecclesiological question instigated by the Reformation in the
sixteenth century: the visible and invisible aspects of the Church
“are not to be considered as two things, but they form one
complex reality that coalesces with a divine and human element.”5

From this follows the analogy of the mystery of the Incarnate
Word: “For, as the assumed nature serves the divine Word as a
living instrument of salvation—an instrument united to the Word
indissolubly—so in a not dissimilar way the social structure of the
Church serves the Spirit of Christ, who is giving life to her, for
the building up of the body.”6 This Christological-ecclesiological
parallel precisely sets forth the terms for the foundation of the
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7 Lumen gentium even begins with a descriptive presentation of this sacramentality. With
respect to the Church, this is brought out with the very word mystery that forms the title of
chapter 1 (De ecclesiae mysterio), as explained by the Doctrinal Commission of the Council:
“The word ‘mystery’ not only indicates something unknowable or hidden, but, as now today
is recognized by many, designates a divine, transcendent, salvific reality that is revealed and
manifested in some visible way. Whence this word, which is above all biblical, appears greatly
apt for designating the Church” (Acta synodalia sacrosancti concilii oecumenici Vaticani II,
vol. 3/1 [Vatican City: Typis Polyglottis Vaticanis, 1978], 170). Immediately after this title,
in the body of Lumen gentium 1, the Church is presented as being “in Christ like a sacrament
or a sign and instrument of the most intimate union with God and of the unity of the whole
human race.”

8 See, for example, Jean-Hervé Nicolas, “Le parallélisme de structure entre le Christ et
l’Église,” Angelicum 43 (1966): 356-58; and Yves Congar, “Dogme christologique et
ecclésiologie: Vérité et limites d’un parallèle,” Sainte Église, Unam Sanctam 41 (Paris: Cerf,
1963), 69-104. See also Benoît-Dominique de La Soujeole, Introduction au mystère de l’Église
(Paris: Parole et Silence, 2006), 322.

sacramentality of Christ and of the Church.7 Some have spoken of
the theandric character of the Church in light of the Incarnate
Word. This is not exact. The comparison between Christ and the
Church ought not to rest on the union of two natures. If
Monophysitism is a Christological heresy, it is an ecclesiological
necessity.8 The comparison correctly rests rather on the human
nature that in both cases is the organ that God uses in order to
communicate his grace. It is thus fitting to speak of the
sacramentality or sacramental character of the Church but not of
its theandric character.

What can the school of Thomism offer on the subject? The
disciples of St. Thomas, after having contributed extensively to
the ecclesiological renewal that preceded Vatican II (Congar and
Journet being prominent examples), have become much less
noticeable in the work of receiving Vatican II. This is due, at least
in part, to the fact that St. Thomas did not leave us an
ecclesiology conceived so systematically as, for example, his
Christology or sacramental theology. In this regard, St. Thomas
belongs to the patristic era. The Church is not absent from his
teaching. She is everywhere, though not as a mystery “materially”
distinct. After the appearance of distinct treatises of ecclesiology,
Thomist theologians at first attempted to insert the ecclesial
mystery into the Summa Theologiae. Widely varying options were
assayed, such as placing these developments in the treatise on
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9 My principal written contributions on this subject are found in the following. Concerning
sacramentality in itself, see my doctoral dissertation Le sacrement de la communion, notably
pp. 247-73;  “Questions actuelles sur la sacramentalité,” Revue Thomiste 99 (1999): 483-96;
“Réflexions sur la causalité du salut,” Annales theologici 22 (2008): 369-83; and “The
Importance of the Definition of Sacraments as Signs,” in Ressourcement Thomism, ed.
Reinhard Hütter and Matthew Levering (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of
America Press, 2010), 127-35.

Concerning sacramentality in ecclesiology, see “Et pourtant . . ., elle subsiste!” Revue
Thomiste 100 (2000): 531-49; “Le débat sur le surnaturel et l’ecclésiologie contemporaine,”
Revue Thomiste 101 (2001): 329-44; “Être ordonné à  l’unique Église du Christ,” Revue
Thomiste 102 (2002): 5-41; and Introduction au mystère de l’Église, 293-330.

Concerning the sacramentality of sacramental acts, see “La forme de l’eucharistie,” Revue
Thomiste 103 (2003): 93-103; “La présence dans les saints mystères,” Revue Thomiste 104
(2004): 395-419; “Questions sur la concélébration eucharistique,” Revue Thomiste 105
(2005): 103-10; and “Le mystère de la prédication,” Revue Thomiste 107 (2007): 355-74.

Concerning sacramentality within the framework of research on non-Christian religions,
see “Tout récapituler dans le Christ,” Revue Thomiste 98 (1998): 591-630, especially 606-29;
and “Foi implicite et religions non chrétiennes,” Revue Thomiste 106 (2006): 315-34.

10 This is what, it seems to me, John Paul II indicated in his discourse to participants in the
international Thomist congress of 13 September 1980. The method and the doctrine of St.
Thomas are not exclusive, but rather exemplary. See L’osservatore romano, Italian edition, 14

faith, or in the treatise on the Incarnate Word as a prolongation
of question 8 on Christ’s capital grace. Today we think instead
that it would be necessary to insert an entire treatise on the
Church between Christology (STh III, qq. 1-59) and sacramental
theology (STh III, qq. 60-90). This is indeed, it seems to me, a
more appropriate solution.

In such an ecclesiological treatise, what place could the notion
of sacrament have? Here again, Thomists perhaps find themselves
in an awkward position. To my knowledge, St. Thomas does not
present the Church as a sacrament. And yet, after having studied
St. Thomas and the Church for over twenty years, it seems to me
that elements within his thought are of the utmost importance for
understanding the teaching of Vatican II on this point.9 In general,
of course, the reception of the work of St. Thomas by many great
theologians as well as (with respect to a good number of
questions) the magisterium of the Church has shown that he knew
how to express a certain theological method and universal
principles. His fundamental insights regarding the understanding
of revelation remain a source of light that is always capable of
clarifying today’s questions.10
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September 1980, 1-2, n. 2.
11 One can see a clear manifestation of this in scholarly work related to the theology of

non-Christian religions, in particular, La Soujeole, “Tout récapituler dans le Christ,” 591-630,
especially 594; and Saint Thomas et la théologie des religions, Actes du Colloque organisé par
l’Institut Saint-Thomas-d’Aquin (Toulouse, 13-14 May 2005), Revue Thomiste 106, no. 1-2
(2006), especially p. 8 of this issue’s foreword by Serge-Thomas Bonino, “‘De sa plénitude
nous avons tous reçu’ (Jn 1, 16).”

12 Among my works cited above, for this section see especially “Questions actuelles sur la
sacramentalité”; “Réflexions sur la causalité du salut”; and “The Importance of the Definition
of Sacraments as Signs.”

13 STh III, q. 60, aa. 1-2 (References to the Summa Theologiae are from the version of the
Leonine edition printed in Summa Theologiae, 3d ed. [Turin: Edizioni San Paolo, 1999]). See
my exposition of this development in “The Importance of the Definition of Sacraments as

For the task at hand, notably in ecclesiology, it is fitting to
proceed in three stages. First, one needs to recall the explicit
teaching of St. Thomas, situating it within its historical context.
One must be a Thomist, or, as the French would say, thomasien.
Second, one must uncover and highlight within the corpus of St.
Thomas those specific foundational themes within which are
found the major principles for the question being studied. Third,
and finally, it is fitting to extend and develop his teaching in a
coherent fashion, applying it to new questions. Herein one could
be identified more properly as Thomistic (French: thomiste)
rather than simply Thomist.

For the Dominican disciples of St. Thomas in Toulouse and
Fribourg, these reminders constitute “foundational principles.”11

I thus put forward the contribution of this article in three stages.
First, I will give the explicit teaching of St. Thomas on what is a
sacrament. Second, I will uncover and highlight the foundational
theme, the sacramentality of the economy of salvation. Third, I
will extend the work of St. Thomas through the presentation of
the Church as a sacrament.

I. THE EXPLICIT TEACHING OF ST. THOMAS ON WHAT IS A

SACRAMENT12

At the end of a patient and meticulous evolution, St. Thomas
proposes in the Summa Theologiae that a sacrament is formally a
sign.13
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Signs.”
14 This was studied in great detail by Edward Schillebeeckx, De sacramentele

heilseconomie: Theologische bezinning op S. Thomas’ sacramentenleer in het licht van de
traditie en van de hedendaagse sacramentsproblematiek (Antwerpen & Bilthoven: ’t Groeit &
H. Nelissen, 1952). For a French translation see L’économie sacramentelle du salut, trans.
Yvon van der Have, Studia friburgensia 95 (Fribourg: Academic Press Fribourg, 2004). See
especially pp. 23-90 in the French translation.

15 See the suggestive study of Yves Congar, “Le sacré en régime chrétien,” in La liturgie
après Vatican II, Unam Sanctam 66 (Paris: Cerf, 1967), 385-403.

16 STh III, q. 61, a. 4.
17 STh III, q. 61, a. 3.
18 Ibid., ad 1.

In doing so, he rediscovered the fundamental architecture of
the economy of salvation as it was identified by the Church
Fathers.14 In effect, according to revelation, since the Fall of man
we have been involved in a history of salvation that is dominated
by the manifestation of the salvific will of God. This will reveals
itself always through a system of mediation that arranges that in
the Bible the sacred is in the medium (both the “middle” and the
“means”).15 The great feature of this history is the mediation that
God gives through signs, principally the words of the prophets
who speak in his name and who instituted cultic signs (circum-
cision, the paschal lamb, etc.). Throughout this history, it is faith
that saves. Signs are given in order to express the faith by which
man is justified.16 In consequence, the signs of the Old Testament
truly are sacraments in the proper sense for, by these signs, faith
was confessed in the Christ who had to come to save.17 What will
distinguish the Christian sacraments is their signification. While
the Jewish sacraments signified the Savior who had to come, the
Christian signs signify the Christ who has already come, who has
accomplished our redemption once for all, and who now
communicates his grace to us. The sacramental sign designated a
divine intention in the Old Testament; it designates a realization
in the New Testament.18 This is why causality has a role in the
Christian definition of a sacrament, this latter being a sign of a
present efficiency. In the Summa Theologiae, this causality is
always a perfective instrumental causality. It really brings about
the divine act of the gift of grace.
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19 See Schillebeeckx, L’économie sacramentelle du salut, 47-90.
20 Gilles Berceville, “L’étonnante alliance: Évangile et miracles selon saint Thomas

d’Aquin,” Revue Thomiste, 103 (2003): 5-74, esp. 33-35.
21 In the Christology of the Summa Theologiae, the ontology of Christ is the object of STh

III, qq. 1-26 (the Word Incarnate), and the acts of the assumed humanity are the object of STh
III, qq. 27-59 (Christ’s acta et passa).

II. THE FUNDAMENTAL THEME OF THE SACRAMENTALITY OF THE

ECONOMY OF SALVATION

The fact that for St. Thomas the Jewish sacraments are
sacraments in the proper sense permits us to say that he regards
the entire economy of salvation as sacramental. Assuredly this is
a very patristic intuition.19 The realization of this economy in
Christ permits St. Thomas to propose what I call a sacramental
Christology.

Scholars have already and abundantly remarked upon the
originality of the Christological perspective of St. Thomas in the
Summa Theologiae. Instead of beginning with the two natures in
order then to consider their mode of union (this having been the
approach taken by his Scholastic contemporaries), St. Thomas
begins with the union in order then to underline the radical
dependence of the human nature vis-à-vis the divine person, this
dependence being more dynamic than static.20

Some of the details here are absolutely fundamental. Christ
acts for our salvation according as he is.21 We have in this
Christology the principles that govern the sacraments. A human
reality is assumed in order to signify a salvation that is actually
given. Even if St. Thomas does not speak of Christ as a sacrament,
such effectively is the final result.

One can see a clear confirmation of this in the choice to speak
of the mystery of Christ in terms of instrumental causality. The
assumed humanity is the instrument of the divinity. Present here
is the theological orientation and direction provided by the major
Greek Fathers, beginning with St. Athanasius and reaching its
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22 On this subject, the standard reference is Theophil Tschipke, Die Menschheit Christi als
Heilsorgan der Gottheit: Unter besonderer Berücksichtigung der Lehre des heiligen Thomas von
Aquin, Freiburger theologische Studien 55 (Freiburg im Brisgau: Herder, 1940). For a French
translation, see L’humanité du Christ comme instrument de salut de la divinité, trans. Philibert
Secrétan, Studia Friburgensia 94 (Fribourg, Switzerland: Academic Press Fribourg, 2003). See
also Giancarlo Atzei, L’umanità di Cristo come fondamento della struttura sacramentaria:
Studio teologico, Corona lateranensis 17 (Pontificia Università Lateranense: Rome, 1969).

23 See La Soujeole, “Réflexions sur la causalité du salut.”
24 De Verit., q. 29, a. 4: “the humanity of Christ is the cause of the aforesaid influx [of

grace], for, as Damascene says (De fide orthodoxa III, 19), as an iron burns according as fire
is joined to it, so the actions of the humanity of Christ were according to the united divinity,
whose instrument, as it were, was Christ’s humanity.” Quotations from De Veritate are taken
from Quaestiones disputatae de veritate, Leonine edition, vol. 22 (Rome, 1975-76).

25 De Verit., q. 29, a. 5.
26 De Verit., q. 27, aa. 4-7.
27 De Verit., q. 27, a. 4, ad 9: “It is suitable to God to illuminate the soul without any

creature mediating in such a way that the creature would act toward the illumination of the
soul as a principle and in its own power; nevertheless something can be in the middle
[between God and the soul] acting instrumentally and dispositively.” See also at the very end
of De Verit., q. 27, a. 7: “grace is in the sacraments as in instrumental and dispositive causes.”

height in St. John Damascene.22 This is the origin of the patristic
Christological theme of Christ as a sacrament.

There is here a speculative difficulty that gave St. Thomas
pause for quite some time. I shall only summarize it here.23 Saint
Thomas at first understood the human action of Christ in terms
of Platonic participation.24 If the union of the two natures in
Christ entails that the humanity of Christ participates in his
divinity, by definition the action of the humanity cannot be an
action that is properly divine. The participant is always inferior to
the reality in which he participates. In the disputed questions De
Veritate, St. Thomas does not say purely and simply that Christ
gives grace, but rather that in his humanity he communicates the
“effects of graces,” that “through him grace is poured out into
others,” or that he “can . . . lead others to grace.”25 The exact
sense of these expressions seems to be repeated many times with
respect to the teaching of De Veritate concerning the grace
conferred by the sacraments.26 It is widely perceived that the
effect of the sacramental instrument is not grace as such, but a
disposition to grace.27 Undoubtedly, what one says about the
sacraments is directly dependent upon one’s Christological stance.
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28 ScG IV, c. 41 (Marietti ed., no. 3798): “Human nature was assumed in Christ such that
he performs instrumentally those things that are the proper operations of God alone, such as
to forgive sins, to illuminate minds through grace, and to lead into the perfection of eternal
life. Therefore the human nature of Christ is compared to God as his proper and conjoined
instrument, as the hand is to the soul.” References to the Summa contra Gentiles are taken
from the edition of C. Pera, P. Marc, and P. Caramello, 3 vols. (Turin and Rome: Marietti,
1961-67).

29 STh III, q. 40, a. 1, ad 1: “Christus per humanitatem suam voluit manifestare
divinitatem. Et ideo, conversando cum hominibus, quod est proprium hominis, manifestavit
omnibus suam divinitatem, praedicando et miracula faciendo, et innocenter et iuste inter
homines conversando.”

30 I have studied this in my article “Le mystère de la prédication.”
31 Berceville, “L’étonnante alliance,” 55-56.

In the Summa contra Gentiles, St. Thomas opts definitively for the
perfective instrumental causality of the humanity of Christ.28 This
entails that the humanity of Christ does not participate in the
divinity, but is united to his divinity—somewhat as the body is
united to the soul—in such a way that Christ’s humanity can
accomplish a truly divine act. This is perfective instrumental
causality.

Since Christ possesses this instrumental perfection, two of his
activities are especially sacramental in the sense that they
encapsulate in some way the saving action of Christ: his preaching
and his miracles. “Christ through his humanity . . . manifested his
divinity by preaching, by doing miracles, and by living in
innocence and justice among men.”29 The mystery of Christ’s
preaching possesses a sacramental structure for St. Thomas, up to
and including that which is the heart of this structure, namely,
instrumental causality.30 The same goes for Christ’s miracles.31

To sum up: we have in St. Thomas a sacramentality that
defines in some way a being—Christ—a sacramentality that we
shall call an entitative sacramentality. Christ’s human nature is
united to the divine person in such a way that his humanity is able
to signify and to be the proper and conjoined instrument of God.
This being—Christ—acts according as he is. His actions,
preaching, and miracles are signs and instruments by which God
manifests and accomplishes the gift of grace. Such action
constitutes an operative sacramentality. Saint Thomas follows this
Christology by studying the sacraments, which are the actions of
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32 “Cum autem ecclesia sit in Christo veluti sacramentum seu signum et instrumentum
intimae cum Deo unionis totiusque generis humani unitatis . . .” (Lumen gentium 1).

33 Besides the dangers of a deductive conceptual theology that would lean more on the
logical possibilities of concepts than on the facts of revelation.

34 See Vatican II, Presbyterorum ordinis 12; Catechism of the Catholic Church 1581.

Christ today. These actions are signs and instruments of the actual
gift of grace: thus, another operative sacramentality.

We possess therefore the necessary background as to what St.
Thomas himself thought about sacramentality. It remains to ask
what resources this contains for the question of the sacramentality
of the Church?

III. A NEW DEVELOPMENT: ECCLESIAL SACRAMENTALITY

The sacramentality of the Church is an entitative sacra-
mentality before it is an operative one. Vatican II stated clearly
that “the Church is in Christ like a sacrament or a sign and
instrument.”32 How can we imagine the sacramentality of this
being? If our path toward understanding were to follow the path
of reality, we would have to begin with Christ—the first entitative
sacrament—in order to see in which aspects the Church is
configured to him. But this path harbors a difficulty.33 The
Church is not a singular individual as is the humanity of Christ;
she is a communal being. This poses particular problems. I thus
prefer to begin with the realization of this sacramentality such as
we can apprehend it in the singular individual who is the minister
of the sacraments. We have here a realization of a primary or
elemental sacramentality in the sense that one person in his very
personhood is constituted a sign and an instrument in order to do
sacramental acts. This realization in the minister is a participation
in Christ’s sacramentality.

A) The Sacramentality of the Minister

It is a point of common doctrine to present ministers as means
of salvation, that is, as signs and instruments of the gift of grace.34

Ordained ministers being configured in a certain manner to
Christ, they act on this account in persona Christi. They realize
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35 STh III, q. 64, a. 1: “the definitions of a minister and of an instrument are the same.”
With a slight rearranging of words, the same formula is found in a. 5.

36 ScG IV, c. 74 (Marietti ed., no. 4092): “A minister is compared to a lord as an
instrument to a principal agent. For, as an instrument is moved by an agent so that something
may be effected, so a minister is moved by the authority of a lord so that something may be
accomplished. It is moreover necessary that the instrument be proportionate to the agent.
Whence even the ministers of Christ need to be in conformity with him. Christ moreover, as
the Lord, worked our salvation by his own proper authority and power, insofar as he was God
and man, so that according as he is man, he suffered for our redemption, but according as he
is God, his passion was made beneficial for us. It is therefore necessary both that the ministers
of Christ be men and that they participate in something of Christ’s divinity according to some
spiritual power. For even an instrument participates in something of the power of the principal
agent” (emphasis added).

37 STh III, q. 63, a. 2.
38 STh III, q. 64, aa. 3 and 4.

sacramentality in their own fashion. In St. Thomas this point is
stated with great clarity: “eadem ratio est ministri et
instrumenti.”35 Hence it is worth exploring what establishes this
dignity and rank in ministers. After all, if for Christ his humanity
is truly in continuity and in complete harmony with his divinity
by reason of the hypostatic union of the two natures, this
closeness with God does not exist in the case of ministers.

The minister being an animated instrument, he ought to be
familiar with and to desire to fulfill his office, in the same way
that he ought to be able to do so. Saint Thomas highlights that the
knowledge and the will of the minister are moved by the
command of the Lord, the revealed injunctions of the gospel: “Do
this in memory of me,” “go throughout the entire world,” etc.
Saint Thomas also notes that the effective power to accomplish
this command is in a certain ontological quality,36 namely, sacred
character.37 In relation to Christ, who is a conjoined instrument,
the minister is a separated instrument.38

Based upon this sacramentality of the minister, let us attempt
to consider that of the Church.

B) The Sacramentality of the Church

Again, our two foundational conditions are fidelity to the
command of the Lord and ontological conformity.
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39 For a study of the teaching of St. Thomas on “the faith of the Church,” see Marie-
Thérèse Nadeau, Foi de l’Église: Évolution et sens d’une formule, Théologie historique 78
(Paris: Beauchesne, 1988), esp. 285-308.

40 E.g., STh II-II, q. 1, a. 9, ad 3: “the confession of the faith is transmitted in the creed,
as it were, from the person of the whole Church, which is united through faith. Moreover the
faith of the Church is a formed faith, for such faith is found in all those who are of the Church
visibly and by merit.” See Nadeau, Foi de l’Église, 286-90.

41 Lumen gentium 12.
42 Thus the well-known adage lex orandi, lex credendi.
43 STh III, q. 64, a. 8, ad 1. One should note the singular conjugation of the verb (“facere

quod facit Christus et Ecclesia”), not the plural (quod faciunt Christus et Ecclesia), which
connotes the unity of the acting being, the one flesh of the Husband and Wife.

For the first condition—fidelity to the Lord—it is necessary to
highlight that the Christian community as such, whatever may be
the variety of the situation of its members, always possesses a
correct faith animated by a living charity.39 This is a characteristic
proper to the Church, although her members here below are all
imperfect to some degree. Saint Thomas expresses this through
the phrase “formed faith.”40 The sensus fidei fidelium is a
guarantee of orthodoxy,41 and liturgical texts in particular are the
reliable expression of this.42 For this reason it is fitting that the
minister have the intention to do what Christ and the Church
do.43

For the second condition—ontological conformity—we come
across a speculative difficulty, namely, that the Church is not a
single physical person as is Christ and as are ministers. In an
earlier article I wrote:

The Church is a community of individual persons, similar to each other through
the grace of the virtues and the gifts of the Holy Spirit. She thus presents herself
as a moral person, that is, as a unity of subjects holding firm to their calling to
the same end, which is the common good of charity. The major difficulty in
conceiving the instrumentality of the Church entails the consideration of what
type of causality is this instrumentality. It is a question here of a physical
causality, that is, a causality that has a direct and concrete effect on the being
itself caused by a certain communication of being. For this reason, this causality
demands that the causing subject itself also be a “physical” reality. A moral
person by itself cannot exert a physical causality. Now, if the Church is a moral
person, how would she be able to exert an instrumental causality that is physical?
A priori, it is impossible. Should we therefore think that the Church is an
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44 La Soujeole, “Réflexions sur la causalité du salut,” 379.
45 See the particularly clear development offered in Emmanuel Perrier, “L’Église, une et

vivante,” Revue Thomiste 110 (2010): 8-9.

instrument of salvation only in the metaphorical sense, perhaps a suggestive
image but nothing more? Such would be insufficient.44

In this matter, recourse must be made to the personality of the
Church. Herein, the Church in her mystery emerges as existing in
a much more profound manner than does a sociological
community that is only a moral person. The Church is a mystical
person, that is, ontologically formed as a being distinct from the
individual persons who are her members, even though she exists
based upon them. Ultimately this personality comes from the fact
that there is a supernatural “ontology” that results from the grace
of conformity to Christ, a grace that has its origin, by appro-
priation, in the Holy Spirit. This real indwelling of the Holy Spirit
in each member gives form as the “soul” of the Church, that is, as
the intrinsic form of the ecclesial body. The Church subsists in her
members in such wise as the Holy Spirit dwells in them, the Holy
Spirit who unites them in a way just as the soul unites the
members of a body. The infallible and indefectible character of
the faith of the Church relates to this mystical unity. It is due to
this same unity that the Christian community surpasses each of its
members, the community being a subject especially well adapted
to Christ in order to be with him as “one flesh” giving life.45

If the Church-as-person is constituted in such fashion, we have
no difficulty in recognizing in her a true instrumentality and
therein a real sacramentality. The detour (through the
sacramentality of the minister) that we have taken in attempting
to understand this is a via inventionis. Whereas this approach has
permitted us to “move up” from the minister to the Church, we
can now envisage the real order of things through a via
expositionis. My proposal is the following.

Concerning the Savior and his Spouse, we find ourselves in the
presence of two instruments intimately joined to the principle
author. God—the Word or, by appropriation, the Holy
Spirit—cannot be separated from the human reality—singular for
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46 I have found but one magisterial mention of this expression (Pius X, the encyclical Ad
diem illum, in Acta Sanctae Sedis 36 [1903-1904]: 449-62), which is assuredly not sufficient
to allow me to invoke the ordinary magisterium.

47 Ephesians 5:32 (The New Jerusalem Bible).

Christ, communal for the Church—that he assumes as an
instrument. This mode of union—hypostatic in one case, mystical
in the other—has as its first consequence a plenitude of grace
gratum faciens in the subject thus united. Christ and the Church
are sanctifiers instrumentally because they are holy personally.
The instrument here communicates that with which it is already
indefectibly filled. In order to delimit this unique excellence, St.
Thomas speaks of the humanity of Christ as a conjoined
instrument. For the Church, in order to manifest her dependence
on the Spirit of Christ, I propose to speak of an adjunct
instrument.46 This manner of presenting things permits us to go
beyond the nuptial metaphor so as to give to the expression of St.
Paul—“This mystery has great significance, but I am applying it to
Christ and the Church”47—a truly strong meaning. The major
consequence of my argument is that these two joined
instruments—ordained one to the other, the adjunct to the
conjoined—cannot be replaced. Nothing else can stand in their
places. Salvation is the singular and unique work of one with the
other.

These two sacramental beings act together in a nuptial fashion
here and now for our salvation, normally (that is to say, as the
ordinary means of salvation) through the successors of the
apostles and those cooperating with them—the ministers of Christ
and of the Church—who preach and celebrate the saving rites.
However, for those men who, through no fault of their own,
cannot have access to these mediations, this lack can be offset.
Therein follow the extraordinary means of salvation.

Grace itself depends only on God. He is its “suitable” or
“adequate” cause because he is the only one “commensurate” with
such an effect. Nonetheless he chose to give grace through
subordinate causes, of which the first one and the perfect one is
the humanity of Christ, the Christ who acts in conformity with his
humanity. In turn, this subordinate cause subordinates to itself the
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48 The manner by which Christ gives birth to the Church is the Eucharistic sacrament. The
study of the distinct character of this sacrament clarifies much, allowing us to achieve further
precision in the understanding of the ecclesial mystery. See here my study Le sacrement de la
communion.

49 There exists here a fittingness that manifests the wisdom of God: “It was agreeable that
the remedies [i.e., the sacraments] by which the power of the universal cause [i.e., the Word
Incarnate] extends out to men have a similitude to that cause, such that, namely, in them the
divine power invisibly works under visible signs” (ScG IV, c. 56 [Marietti ed., no. 3963]).

50 For this continuous or “unchanging historicity,” see La Soujeole, “La présence dans les
saints mystères,” 417-18.

Church, who is configured to Christ in order to be one with him
in his being and in his action.48 These two causes of an
exceptional quality associate to themselves lesser causes so as to
touch us here and now. These lesser causes are those sent by
Christ who are capable of accomplishing specific acts—to preach
and to celebrate—acts that are the present work of salvation of
Christ and the Church. All of the subordinate causes possess a
certain resemblance to the humanity of Christ, the first and
perfect subordinate cause.49 This resemblance always expresses
itself through the causality that is exercised. Such causality is
instrumental.

CONCLUSION

The sacramentality of the Church cannot be understood with
reference to any other reality than the humanity of Christ,
because this sacramentality is not reducible to the notion of sign.
Certainly, it has its basis in the notion of sign. Indeed the
economy of salvation is entirely sacramental because it is made up
of the signs that God has given of his salvific intention so that
man may know it. This is the constant experience of all of
salvation history, from God’s words to the serpent in Genesis
(Gen 3:15) to the awaited Second Coming. But this history
possesses a center that is both historical and unchanging, a center
toward which converges everything that prepared for it, a center
from which proceeds everything that follows. The center is
Christ.50 Now the mystery of Christ is not a simple manifestation
of a divine intention for salvation. This mystery is not merely a
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sign. Rather it is the actual and true realization of salvation: the
sign of an efficiency actually at work. And this real efficiency is
expressed by perfective instrumental causality.

As for the Church’s sacramentality, if we understand it only
under the aspect of sign, then Christ’s presence in this world in
the time following his work of salvation, accomplished historically
in the Easter mystery, would only be signified and not “real.”
Furthermore his action would not have any “real” content in us.
The Church, the assembly of Christians, in this case would not be
homogeneous with Christ. Such a perception profoundly marks
the Protestant consciousness, which opts for a Christianity of the
symbol. According to this point of view, in order to consider the
ecclesial sign that is a communal sign, one begins not with the
Christ who is an individual subject, but with a reality of the
sociological, symbolic variety. This is a regrettable reduction. Just
as in Christology, it is necessary to have an ecclesiology from “on
high.”

Saint Thomas remains an important reference because he
showed at the same time the continuity of the history of salvation
(the sacramental signs) and the perfection brought by Christ. The
actual, “ontological” gift of this life requires a cause at work that
is designated as instrumental by our perception of the mystery of
the Savior’s humanity and of our participation in his humanity.
Through this, one sees that sacramentality is far from being
strictly “functional,” but rather that it first resides in beings whose
mysterious and profound ontology is expressed by sacramentality.

In the end, the sacramentality that rests on instrumental
causality allows for a vision of the wisdom of the economy of
salvation, an economy brought to its perfection in Christ.

APPENDIX: THE CHAIN OF SACRAMENTALITY

The following chart attempts to outline what I call the chain of
sacramentality.



THE CHAIN OF 5ACRAME1'.'TALl1Y 

God, the sole principal cause of grace. (Grace here is the divine power that heals and elevates nature, i.e., grace as an accident.) 

in the Word Incarnate: 
full of grace (plirOme ): holy } an entitative sacrament leads to an 

operative one - hypostatic union /' 

[S Humanity 4 an animated, conjoined instrument- sanctifying n ~ --j the Eucharistic sacrament 

- mystical unio p Church \ full of grace (plir6me): holy 

\ an animated, adjunct instrument- sanctifying } an entitative sacrament leads to an 
operative one 

- in persona Christi 
and 
- in persona Ecclesiae 

The divine power is conveyed by the instruments. 

Ministers ~ 

The capacity to be the instrument of this divine power flows 
from: 
o the hypostatic union for the animated, conjoined instrument; 
o the mystical union for the animated, adjunct instrument; 
o character for the animated, separated instrument; 
o the divine institution for the inanimate, separated instruments 

[the institution intended here entails the signification]. 

l 
pceaching 

sacraments 

} 
} 

an entitative sacrament leads 
to an operative one 
acts of Christ and the Church 

character: power 

an animated, separated instrument -
sanctifying 

operative sacramentality -
inanimate, separated sacraments 

the receiving subject 

• authentic reception: if the instrumental chain is intact 

• fruitful reception: if the virtue of faith is present 
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ECCLESIAL MEDIATION OF GRACE AND TRUTH1

GUY MANSINI, O.S.B.

Saint Meinrad Seminary

Saint Meinrad, Indiana

T
HE CHURCH IS AN END, the end of all things. Envisaged
by God before the foundation of the world, she is that for
the sake of which all things have been made.2 The Church

is also a means, the mediatrix of the charity of Holy Spirit and the
grace of adoption, and the ambassador who represents the mind
of Christ, his teaching. Charles Journet said that before the Fall
there was no mediation of the grace and truth of God to men.3

But now there is mediation, and the lex divinitatis, the law of
mediation, is verified in the Church as in the natural order.4

The claim of the Church is as follows. If we want to listen to
Christ and to be certain that it is him to whom we are listening,
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5 The truth and grace of Christ can be found outside the Church, but cannot there be
recognized with certainty. Cardinal Newman makes this point in An Essay on the

Development of Christian Doctrine (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1909), part 1, chap.
2, sect. 2: “An Infallible Developing Authority to Be Expected.”

we must listen to the Church. Likewise, if we want to receive the
salvation he brings, and to be sure it is he who touches us to wash,
heal, and feed us, then we must let the Church touch us through
the sacraments.5

This twofold mediation of the Church is contested. The
Reformation challenged especially the Church’s mediation of
grace, reducing sacraments to words that announce a grace to be
apprehended by faith alone. The Enlightenment challenged
especially the Church’s historical mediation of revelation on the
ground that critical historical studies do not show continuity but
rather discontinuity between Jesus and the New Testament, and
between the New Testament and the early Church. Since the
Reformation and the Enlightenment, therefore, our confidence
and trust in the Church may no longer be spontaneous. 

In what follows, historical questions are bracketed, and the
more theoretical questions about mediation are addressed.
Arguably, the theoretical questions are the important ones. When
Enlightenment thinkers began to raise questions about the
continuity of the Christian message from the preaching of Jesus to
the first witnesses to the New Testament and beyond, they did so
in an already established context of unbelief. H. S. Reimarus, for
instance, was not driven to rationalism by the historical difficulties
for orthodox faith he found in the Bible. Rather, he approached
the Bible forearmed with the conviction that there could be no
divine revelation meant for all humanity universally, and under
Deist presuppositions produced the readings of the Bible that G.
E. Lessing subsequently published. The Church was first rejected
in part by the Reform, in toto by the Enlightenment, and then the
Bible was dismembered.

The theoretical questions about ecclesial mediation are
addressed in the following pages first dogmatically and then
systematically. The dogmatic underpinnings of ecclesial mediation
will be presented by analogy to Trinitarian and Christological
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6 The teaching of the Catechism of the Catholic Church at nos. 1127-1128 is certainly
open to medieval Franciscan and contemporary accounts according to which the sacraments
are more occasions of grace and “events” in which an individual’s salvation is somehow
realized. However, the easiest, most natural way to take what the Catechism says is to suppose
that the sacraments are causes of grace..

7 Sokolowski thinks Scholastic theology is especially ordered to casual explanation, while
phenomenological theology attends to how Christian realities are presented to us. When we
deal with sacramental causality, we turn to St. Thomas. But when we deal with the teaching
and the words of Christ, we look to  the sensibility cultivated by phenomenology. 

doctrine. Next, the sacramental mediation of grace is stated in the
systematic theological terms of St. Thomas Aquinas. There are
two reasons for this choice. First, St. Thomas’s sacramental the-
ology is most congenial to the dogmatic conviction that the
sacraments are true causes of the grace of Christ.6 Second, ever so
many presentations of his conception of the causality of the
sacraments fail to show it to its best advantage, since they do not
insist enough on its connection with the way in which he relates
it to the causality of God and creatures generally. Although in one
sense this is well-trodden ground, a compact but comprehensive
statement of the matter is worthwhile.

The mediation of the truth of Christ can initially seem to be
less difficult to understand than the mediation of grace. In fact it
is not. Since the issue is how the truth of Christ is first manifested
and how it remains present to us, it engages what Robert
Sokolowski calls the “theology of disclosure.”7 There are also
some contemporary scholarly views of the Scriptures, especially
the New Testament, that can be linked up quite fruitfully with
questions about the manifestation, maintenance, universal
accessibility, and inexhaustibility of the truth of Christ.
 

I. A DOGMATIC ANALOGY

 
It might seem that every medium must add noise to the

message to be passed on, or that every mediation of touch must
reduce its warmth. If so, it would follow that the Church would
tend to separate Christ and Christians instead of connecting them.
To the contrary, there is the example of Jesus himself, who within
his ministry entrusts his mission to others (see the mission of the
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8 Saint Athanasius, On the Incarnation, trans. Archibald Robertson, in Christology of the

Later Fathers, ed. Edward R. Hardy, The Library of Christian Classics (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1955), nos. 41-42. 

9 On the holiness of the Church, see Journet, Theology of the Church, chap. 7.

70 in Luke 10). He is confident of the “portability” of his word.
He places it in the mouths of others, even as he makes their hands
convey his healing power.

In fact, it is not mediation as such of which we are suspicious.
We say that the Word mediates God the Father, and we are
confident that in this mediation the Father really is made present
to us, because the Son is one in substance with the Father
(Nicaea). Everything he speaks he has received from the Father
(John 8:38; cf. 15:15). To see him is to see the Father (John
14:9). He reflects the divine glory and is the stamp of the divine
nature (Heb 1:3).

Again, the humanity of Christ mediates the person of Christ to
us, and of this mediation, too, we are confident, because the Son
subsists in the humanity of Jesus (Chalcedon), and the humanity
of Jesus is his instrument,8 and he is united to it in and according
to his hypostasis (Constantinople II). To listen to the man Jesus or
to be touched by him is therefore to listen to and to be touched by
the Son of God. “For there is one God, and one mediator
between God and men, the man Jesus Christ” (1 Tim 2:5).

The Church, however, is not consubstantial with God, nor is
the Church, even as the mystical body of Christ, the conjoined
instrument of the Word of God, as is the humanity of Jesus. The
humanity of Christ, because it is the instrument of the Word,
cannot be a principle of sin, nor could Christ be mistaken in his
human mind about his identity and mission or fail to
communicate it accurately and successfully. But Christians, who
make up the Church, the people of God, for all that they are
members of the body can still sin, and can fall into error about the
things of God and his Christ.

It is because the Church is what she is as an end that she is
trustworthy as a means. That is, it cannot be that the body of
Christ not mediate Christ’s touch. It cannot be that the bride of
Christ be unfaithful in mind or deed to her Spouse.9 The Church
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10 See Joseph Ratzinger, Called to Communion: Understanding the Church Today, trans.
Adrian Walker (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1996), 39. 

11 See, e.g., St. Basil, De Spiritu sancto, c. 16.
12 See the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Declaration on the Unicity and

Salvific Universality of Jesus Christ and the Church (Dominus Iesus) (2000), no. 12. 

is the body and the bride, however, because of the Holy Spirit.10

The guarantor of the mediation of the Church, therefore, is the
Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit makes Christians individually his
temples and so holy (1 Cor 6:19), when they work out their
salvation in fear and trembling (Phil 2:13). Also, the Holy Spirit
recalls to the apostles all the things Christ said (John 14:26), and
makes the actions of the priests of the Church the actions of
Christ, regardless of their personal holiness (cf. John 20:22-23;
Acts 20:28, 30). As the doctrine of Nicaea guarantees the perfect
mediation of the Word relative to the Father, and as the doctrines
of Chalcedon and Constantinople II express the perfect mediating
role of the humanity of Christ relative to the person of the Son,
so the doctrine of Constantinople I guarantees the perfect
mediating function of the Holy Spirit relative to Christ, as
conforming those who are being saved to his image, making the
Church as a whole his faithful bride, and giving to the Head the
hands and feet of the body.11 Furthermore, the Spirit does nothing
except mediate Christ, a truth at issue in the condemnation of
Joachimism in the thirteenth century and revisited more recently
by Dominus Iesus.12

It is the Church only as a whole, however, that is the trust-
worthy mediator of Christ, not necessarily this or that Christian,
catechist, priest, or bishop. This is so in the nature of things. The
Holy Spirit is given to Christians to make them holy and to make
certain of them instruments in the order of teaching and
sanctifying. But since the object of this activity is to save created
persons, the Holy Spirit cannot be so given as to transform these
persons into an uncreated person or to make their natures subsist
in an uncreated person. Therefore, those who are being saved
remain radically capable of sin. Moreover, those endowed with
sacramental and hierarchical gifts remain radically capable of
acting contrary to them. Confidence in the Church as a whole
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13 That the Church is founded by Christ also guarantees her mediating function, for it
cannot be that the architect built badly or that, as Messiah, he failed to put an eschatological
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14 De Pot., q. 3, a. 7; STh I, q. 103, a. 6; q. 105, a. 5.
15 De Pot., q. 3, a. 7. See the first proposition of the Liber de causis and St. Thomas’s

commentary thereon; and Proclus, The Elements of Theology, trans. E. R. Dodds (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1933), props. 56 and 70.

rests generally on confidence in the providence of God accom-
plishing what he has chosen and announced, and particularly on
the power of the Holy Spirit (see Acts 1:4-5).13 The possibility of
scandal, however, remains, making it hard for those who stumble
to see the signum levatum in nationes (Isa 11:12). This must be
frankly acknowledged. 

II. A SYSTEMATIC ANALOGY FOR SACRAMENTAL MEDIATION

Saint Thomas finds the categories with which to articulate
sacramental mediation in what he inherited from Islamic and
Christian neo-Platonism. He develops these categories com-
prehensively in understanding the emanation of things from God,
in understanding creation and the relation of creative to created
causality. This understanding of divine action is then applied to
understanding divine action in the supernatural order. 

First, for the natural order, God by his infinite power creates
beings that are themselves causes.14 The proper form that
constitutes beings in their kind is the principle of a causal action
proper to them. Animals really beget their offspring, really cause
this matter to be this animal. Fire really causes heat in what is
cold. 

Second, however, the First Cause is more the cause of what the
second cause effects than the second cause, because he is the
creator of the second cause.15 The sun warms the stone, but God
is more the cause of the stone’s warmth than is the sun shining on
it.

Third, it is impossible that any created cause itself create, since
no finite thing can possess the infinite power creation takes, nor
can it be an instrument of creation, since every instrument
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16 De Pot., q. 3, a. 4. 
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20 For this convention, see, e.g., Benoît-Dominique de La Soujeole, O.P., “Le mystère de
la predication,” Revue Thomiste 107 (2007): 355-74. 

presupposes some matter it works on, while creation is the
production of the entire being of the created thing, matter
included.16 Moreover, fourth, even as true causes of being, created
causes do not act simply in virtue of their proper form, but only
as instruments of the First Cause, God.17 His nature alone is
simply to be, and so God alone is the only proportionate cause of
being.

Saint Thomas distinguishes two operations of an instrument:
“one that belongs to it according to its proper form, another that
belongs to it according as it is moved by an agent acting by itself
[per se], and which goes beyond the capacity of its proper form.”18

So, it belongs to a saw to cut wood, but not to make a bench. All
created causes are moved movers relative to the First Cause, and
in that respect are instruments. They are moved by God in acting
according to their inherent form.19 Also, however, they can be
moved in such a way as to contribute to an effect beyond what is
proportionate to their proper form. When they are moved by God
in the first way only, I call them “second causes.” But when they
are additionally moved by God in the second way, I call them
“instruments stricte dicto.”20 As true causes of being, created
causes are instruments in this strict sense. 

This understanding of God’s causality relative to the created
order can be applied point by point to the supernatural order of
sacramental grace.

First, the Lord makes his apostles causes of grace. Baptism
gives a share in the divine life since it inserts the baptized into the
paschal mystery, and the Lord tells the disciples to baptize. That
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is, they are established as being able to do something that is
productive of grace. The sacraments and the ministers of the
sacraments are established as causes of grace.21

Second, even in what they bring to sacramental activity that is
within the proportion of their proper form—speaking, pouring
water, anointing with oil—God is more the cause of what they do
than they are.

But third, it is impossible that they be given a proper form in
virtue of which they could as second causes cause grace, for grace
by definition is divine life, and no created thing, no thing whose
nature is not the divine nature, can by its nature produce what
belongs to this other, incomparably higher, nature.22 

Fourth and finally, what they cannot do as second causes, they
can do as instrumental causes.23 These doings, these actions, result
in a share of the divine life, something beyond the capacity of any
created cause to effect of its own nature and power, even when
that nature and power are moved, as they must be moved, by
God.24

The sacramental ministers of the Church are instruments in the
strict sense. God can create causes whose native forms, making
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25 An instrument acts on a material out of which the principal agent makes something; see
STh I, q. 45, a. 5. In the re-creation of man in the order of redemption, however, man himself
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26 The imagination of all causality as mechanical, as a matter of three dimensional things
moving one another about, obstructs the appropriation of the medieval appropriation of
causal mediation. Materialism makes it difficult to think how things can be interior to one
another otherwise than as little parts within bigger parts.

them what they are, enable them to act in the ways specific to
their nature, effecting those things within the compass of their
native power. This is the notion of a second cause. Just as he
cannot create a cause whose nature it is to create, however, so he
cannot create a cause whose nature it is to re-create humanity and
to make us consors divinae naturae. Such causes, the sacraments
and the ministers thereof, are purely instruments. The wonder is
that, while no creature can be even an instrument of creation,
some creatures may be instruments of the re-creation of human
nature.25 In this way, the Augustinian dogmatic theology of
sacramental character is inserted into a properly systematic
theology. What St. Augustine and subsequent tradition affirmed
as character, St. Thomas understood as instrumental power. 

The analogy between the causal order of creation and the
causal order of re-creation in grace is exact, and does really give
intelligibility to the sacramental mediation of grace. As created
causes are instruments of the First Cause relative to the
production of being, so sacraments and sacramental ministers are
instruments of God and his Christ relative to the production of
grace. And the first proposition of the Liber de causis holds good
here, too. When we are touched in the sacrament, we are touched
more by Christ than by any priest.26

III. THE PROBLEM OF THE MEDIATION OF TRUTH

Sacramental mediation is the mediation of an action, of a
doing, of an efficiently worked change in some subject. There is
also the mediation of the word, the mediation not of changing but
of showing the real, the mediation of displaying how things are.
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27 St. Thomas, Commentary on the Gospel of John, trans. James A. Weisheipl, O.P., and
Fabian R. Larcher, O.P. (Albany, N.Y.: Magi Books, 1980), chap. 1, lect. 1, no. 33, speaks of
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28 See STh III, q. 42, a. 4, ad 1, quoting St. Augustine. See the texts of Augustine to this
effect in Domenico Grasso, S.J., Proclaiming God’s Message: A Study in the Theology of

Preaching (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1965), 26-29.
29 See La Soujeole, “Le mystère de la predication,” 357-59. 

Displaying is not doing. However, just as we say that God
warms the rock in the sun’s warming, so we can say that God
teaches in the teaching of any created teacher, angelic or human,
and is to be considered more the author of a true teaching than is
the created teacher. The truth of any created thing is a
participation in uncreated Truth, and the publication of any such
truth by man or angel is a participation in that manifestation of
the Truth that is the proceeding of the Word from the Father.27

Furthermore, the Church’s mediation of truth concerns the
mediation of revealed truth. Therefore, just as the sacramental
doings of the Church are such that they can properly be the
doings only of God, so the teachings of the Church are such that
they can properly be the teachings only of God. We should
therefore say that when the gospel is proclaimed, we hear Christ
more than we do some evangelist.28

Can we therefore press into service here the categories already
used for sacramental mediation? There are differences. Sacra-
mental mediation is more strictly and exclusively instrumental
than is the mediation of the word effected in proclaiming and
preaching. The effect of the sacraments is entirely beyond what is
proportionate to the minister’s proper form. He is purely an
instrument, and made so by the character imparted by orders. To
be sure, ministers of the word share in the ratio of an instrument
in two ways. First, they are not themselves in possession of the
truth they preach except as they are elevated by a supernatural
form, the light of faith. Second, their preaching of the exterior
word is not of itself sufficient to produce faith in the hearer apart
from the “interior word” of the Holy Spirit.29 It remains the case,
however, that ministers of the word also share in the ratio of a
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Editrice Vaticana, 2010), no. 7. St. Thomas finds the comparison useful; see St. Thomas, In
I Cor., c. 1, lect. 3 (in Super Epistolas S. Pauli Lectura, ed. Raphael Cai, O.P., 8th rev. ed.
[Rome: Marietti, 1953], vol. 1, no. 55). But strictly, creating is not speaking and creatures are
words of God only metaphorically; see De Verit., q. 4, a. 2; and In Hebr., c. 1, lect. 1 (Cai,
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Science and Scholarship: Essays in Honor of Matthew L. Lamb, ed. Michael Dauphinais and

second cause. Their own agency, their own personal under-
standing and prudence are more engaged in preaching (and
governing) than in confecting the sacraments, and having received
by faith the words of faith, they subsequently speak them
according to the power of their own proper form.30 Just so, as
engaging more of the minister’s personal agency, the mediation of
the word is in that respect more fragile than the mediation of
grace; it can be undone or impeded by sin, laziness, ignorance, or
stupidity, whereas the mediation of sacramental grace, just in
itself, cannot.31

When we want to understand the mediation of grace and the
supernatural efficiency of God, we have as a foil God’s “natural”
efficiency in creation. Instruments in the causality of being can
serve as a foil to instruments in the causality of grace. When we
come to the mediation of the word, however, there is no
“natural” word of God, no natural speaking of God, which can be
played off against his supernatural speaking. God’s speaking to us,
it seems, is always supernatural. The book of Scripture is
sometimes compared to the book of nature, but creation, although
it occurs by the Word of God, is not in itself a word—it is not a
speaking.32 Or again, God can be said to promulgate the natural
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law by the very positing of human nature, the very presenting of
human nature to human mind. But this is very different from the
Ten Words. 

If we want to contemplate God’s speaking and the mediation
of God’s speaking, we will have to turn to human words and
human speaking and human tradition for comparison and
contrast. God speaks naturally to angels in creating them—in
creating them actually understanding according to the natural
species proportionate to actualizing their intellects33—but it is
noteworthy that God does not similarly naturally speak to us in
creating us. God spoke praeternaturally and supernaturally to
Adam in creating him, for both naturally and supernaturally
knowable truths were instilled in his intellect at his creation.34

Adam was then to teach others.35 God similarly spoke to the
Second Adam in the creation of the assumed humanity, and even
more perfectly, such that Christ the man was both comprehensor
and viator. The Second Adam was also to teach, and teach he did.
It is the conditions of his teaching abiding as universally available
for which we are looking.

Looking at the Church’s mediation of Christ’s saving causality
and of his illuminating word, we are tempted to think that it will
be the mediation of his word that will be easy to understand, and
the understanding of the mediation of his touch that will be hard.
After all, cannot we simply repeat his words just as we repeat
anyone else’s? What problem can there be? In fact, it is just the
opposite. It is the mediation of his words that is hard to fathom.

IV. SOME CONDITIONS OF THE WORD OF GOD ABIDING

In what follows there is only an initial and partial exploration
of some of the conditions of the word of Christ remaining with us
even as does his touch. The conditions to be looked for will, of
course, be no more than part of a simple description of how
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things in fact are—how in fact the maintenance of a divine word
in a human world has been arranged. But we will try to appreciate
them in some of their necessity by considering whether they could
have been otherwise. If the previous section of this article is a
reminder of a small part of St. Thomas’s systematic achievement,
this section will be an essay in what Robert Sokolowski calls the
“theology of disclosure.”36

A) A Written Word of God

Universal accessibility to the words and events of salvation
history requires that they be consigned to a written record, one
culminating in the account of the gospel. It is not difficult to
appreciate this obvious but not unimportant condition.
Sokolowski adverts to it as follows: 

The human race could not have been redeemed in secrecy, and so the
Resurrection required not only the empty tomb but also the appearances of
Christ as risen. For the same reason, the written gospels also seem to be a
necessity in the order of salvation.37

More interestingly, Sokolowski observes, the word of God cannot
be thought to have been able to be written in just any place or
time.

Biblical revelation took place at a particular moment in human life, when the
human race was achieving a reflective sense of its own history. The distinction
between legend and historical truth was beginning to arise, and writing is a

necessary condition for the emergence of this distinction.38 

This distinction is at work in the prefatory remarks with which St.
Luke introduces his gospel, where he says he wants to “compile
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a narrative of the things . . . just as they were delivered to us by
those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of
the word” (Luke 1:1-2). Oral reports alone, Sokolowski observes,
are too likely to slide into the legendary, or at least, we may say,
into a condition difficult to distinguish from the legendary,
particularly given the unique character of gospel events. The
combination of speech and writing such as we have it in the first
century, Sokolowski thinks, is just what was needed to install the
record of Christ’s words and deeds into our history.39 He raises
the question as to whether our contemporary practices of
speaking and writing could have served the same purpose. The
extreme immediacy of a stream of tweets would be too close to
the events to see them justly; the extreme abstraction of the
sound-byte would hollow out the density of the message.

There are also things internal to the word of God, certain
formal requirements as to the content of the record, if it is to
achieve its end.

B) A Record of Response to the Word

Reception theory or “reader response” analysis of texts points
to the fact that we must observe the reception of the words of
Jesus and the witness of his deeds within the text. The writing
must contain a report of the words and deeds of Jesus as received
and witnessed and reacted to by others. This is so, Sokolowski
observes, because it is only the received and heard word that is
really spoken, and it is only the action that is magnified in speech
and provocative of reaction that is really done.40 Without the
reaction of others to the words and deeds of Jesus, we cannot
ourselves see them and hear them as they occurred.41 
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It would not do to have a text that consisted entirely of
Christ’s sayings, Christ’s words. We must have words witnessing
and responding to his words and deeds. Equivalently, this is to say
that we must have the imitated action that is narrative, just as St.
Luke proposes to offer us.42 Narrative makes action present, and
action makes the person who acts present.43 The witnesses
recorded must take responsibility for the veracity of their own
reports, of course, and this must be done within the “word of
God.” They must be witnesses to the Word made flesh and his
words, not themselves the Word, but within what as a whole is
the word of God inspired of the Holy Spirit and having God for
its author. This is very curious. There is a Chinese-box or Russian-
doll structure to Sacred Scripture. Saint Luke attests what he has
heard from eyewitnesses, their attestation of what they saw of and
heard from Jesus (and others). The message of Sacred Scripture
comes to us in its entirety and on its first surface, so to speak, as
attested to by God. This is to say that the human witnesses are
vouched for by God through the hagiographers. God vouches for
the word of St. Luke, who vouches for the word of the witnesses,
who vouch for the word of Jesus. Jesus’ own word is self-
authenticating. But it cannot be presented in its very character of
being trustworthy in itself without the frame of the witnesses, who
themselves require the frame of the hagiographers, whose literary
production mediates the “word of God.”

C) A Record of Eyewitness Testimony

Writing enables preservation of eyewitness testimony, as
Sokolowski points out.44 Such testimony is absolutely required for
the narrative of the gospel events.

Richard Bauckham has explored some of the presentational
necessities of the gospel in his Jesus and the Eyewitnesses. He
proposes by way of both historical and theological argument that
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the gospels mediate testimony to Jesus from those who were
“participant eyewitnesses” to the events.45 This is to say that they
saw and heard Jesus (eyewitnesses) and also that they were
involved morally and religiously with the words and events
reported (participant eyewitnesses). Additionally, however,
Bauckham argues that if we Christians many years after the events
are to believe the extraordinary message of the gospels, namely,
that Jesus is the Son of God, the Word made flesh, who died and
rose for our salvation, then for that message to be credible, it must
also be credible that the report comes from participant
eyewitnesses.46 The credibility of the gospel message is bound up
with this logically prior credibility.

This is so because the story of Jesus is “uniquely unique,” as
Bauckham explains it, borrowing this category from Paul Ricoeur.
There are some historical narratives for the reception of whose
truth we do not require either that the reporters be eyewitnesses
or, if they were, that they be participant eyewitnesses to the
events. For reports of what happened in the past, our background
knowledge of what usually happens can function in such a way
that we do not have to be assured either of the reporter’s first-
hand credentials as to place and time (we might simply trust his
inferences from evidence he has gathered) or his personal
involvement in the events (rather, sometimes we prefer “neu-
trality”). For the uniquely unique, however, we do. Bauckham
gives as an example the destruction of the Jews of Germany and
eastern Europe. We cannot credit such barbarity, of such
enormous scale, without the testimony of those who were subject
to it.

The story of Jesus is likewise uniquely unique in that it cannot
be told “without reference to God.”47 To credit that a human
being made such claims as Jesus, did such things as he is said to
have done, suffered such things as he is described as suffering, and
was raised from the dead, we require eyewitness testimony.
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D) Participant Eyewitness Testimony

The eyewitnesses of the events of the gospel must be
“participants” in the sense also that they believe Jesus. Those in
whose presence Jesus addresses the Father, and those to whom he
speaks, saying “But I say to you,” those whom he heals, and those
to whom he shows himself after his resurrection must say in their
own persons “I attest,” “I saw,” “I heard,” “I touched,” all of
which are encompassed in “I believe.” The completion of
revelation therefore calls for a more vivid realization of the “I” in
what Sokolowski calls its declarative function on the part of the
original hearers of revelation, since the truth in question is a more
than worldly truth. The declarative “I” takes responsibility for
what it says, and does not simply indicate itself as now speaking.
Since it is a matter of divine truth, however, the witnesses cannot
attest to it as true unless they have faith. In order for us many
years later to say, “I believe,” in our own Christian and more-
than-natural actualization of the declarative “I,” therefore, the
witnesses must have done so before us. Only on the basis of this
very exacting kind of participant testimony can we who hear the
witnesses say, as we ought, “I believe.”48 

Bauckham makes this point by observing that the story of Jesus
cannot be told without reference to God, God as present and
acting. Therefore, those who attest to it must have faith in it.
They must be involved in the events, involved in Jesus of
Nazareth, in just this way. This is a requirement of revelation
itself, since part of the event of revelation is its acceptance, as
Bauckham notes.49

Thus, the gospels would not be more credible if they were
written by neutral reporters, scientific observers, critical
historians. They would be less credible. They are credible only if
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they are reports of eyewitness, as indeed the third and fourth
gospels expressly claim, and only if they are written from faith,
for faith. Only if they come to us in this way can we have any
hope of knowing the story of Jesus.

There are further conditions of the word abiding bearing on
what is written and how, but we must first turn to some
conditions of reading. 

V. MEETING THE CHALLENGE OF THE PHAEDRUS 

Mediating the word and teaching of Christ is reading,
preaching on, and teaching on the basis of, Sacred Scripture. What
will enable this reading and preaching and teaching to be
successful in rendering the word truly?

According to St. Thomas, God addresses us “immediately”
through Sacred Scripture,50 and we might think that the stability
and “quotability” of the word of God, as of any other word,
would make it possible to be read intelligently and paraphrased
accurately by anyone who understands the human language in
which it is written. Sokolowski has devoted considerable attention
to quotation as a presentational form. The words and syntax of a
speaker are a manifestation of his personal authority as an agent
of truth, someone responsibly and truthfully bringing the
intelligibility of the real to light. Quotation, Sokolowski says, can
reactualize the authority of the original speaker and make it
present to us again. There can be a sort of “resuscitation” of the
personal agency of someone who has died when he is quoted.51

The authority of that speaker as an agent of truth is again made
present. One thinks of Gregory Peck or Sam Waterston
revivifying Lincoln.

However, the stability and quotability of the written word of
Scripture do not meet all the issues that arise in thinking about the
transmission even of purely human speaking, in purely human
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traditions. Alasdair MacIntyre contrasts the philosophical prac-
tices of Kant and of Plato.52 Kant exhorts each of us to dare to
think for himself. Plato rather shows us that the truth is
successfully pursued only in conversation. MacIntyre recalls the
stricture on writing that Socrates makes in the Phaedrus.53 Written
words cannot defend themselves in the contest of interrogation,
but always say only the same thing; furthermore, a writer cannot
be sure they will always get into the right hands (275D-E). Only
the discourse written in the soul can defend itself (276A), and
Socrates concludes that a wise man will never commit his serious
thoughts to pen and paper. Writing on paper is related to writing
on the soul the way playful gardening is to serious farming
(276B). Writing on the soul is a matter of dialogue; it is the way
of the live, disciplined conversation that produces disciples. We
could conclude therefore that no one will commit his serious
thoughts to paper unless (1) he can ensure that his written words
do not fall into the wrong hands; (2) he can remain with them so
as to be able to defend them, answering the questions they
provoke; and (3) he can write what the words mean also on the
soul.

Let us suppose that, if God is to commit his serious thoughts
to paper, the conditions of responsibly writing serious things
articulated in the Phaedrus must be met more strictly. What
follows?

A) Writing on the Heart

Saint Thomas very evidently supposes the last requirement to
be met. The New Law fulfills the promise of Jeremiah 31:33 and
is written on our hearts: “that which is preponderant in the law
of the New Testament, and whereon all its efficacy is based, is the
grace of the Holy Spirit, which is given through faith in Christ.
Consequently the New Law is chiefly the grace itself of the Holy
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Spirit.”54 Saint Thomas grants that we also need instruction “both
by word and writing” as to what we are to believe and do. Still,
“the New Law is in the first place [principaliter] a law that is
inscribed on our hearts” and only secondarily something written.55

It is Christ’s capacity to write on the heart in this way, moreover,
in which his excellence as a teacher consists.56 

His ability to write on hearts by the Spirit is something in
addition to the power of his oral teaching, which consists in the
miracles that confirm it, his superior ability to persuade, and his
authority.57 He writes from both within and from without, the
writing from within—grace and charity and the gifts that
accompany them—serving the right hearing and interpretation of
the exterior word of preaching and later the New Testament
(which, even though it is by nature “secondary,” must be
preserved in the integrity of its truth).

It will be observed, however, that at this point the sacramental
mediation of grace comes to ensure the genuineness of the
mediation of Christ’s truth, for the writing on the heart just
spoken of is accomplished through the sacraments, as J. Mark
Armitage reminds us.58 Thus there is a circle. The “secondary”
writing of the precepts, parables, and actions of Christ disposes us
to grace, and the grace of the sacraments enables us to understand
and affirm the words of and teaching of Christ. 

B) Guarding the Book

Plato’s Socrates also insists that the author be able to keep his
book from falling into the wrong hands. Although the Church can
insist that the Bible is her book, and that she alone is the
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competent reader, it is only too evident that the Bible is read
outside the Church, notably in the academy. 

It is also evident, however, that the Bible soon ceases to be the
Bible in the academy. Essential to apprehending the Bible as what
it is is apprehending it in its unity. Being and unity, however, are
convertible. Once the unity of the Bible is forgotten or denied, it
no longer exists as the book it is taken to be in the Church.59 It
rather disintegrates into many books, and the many books
sometimes fragment into many sources. There seems to be a sort
of “self-destruct” routine built in to the Bible. When it falls into
the wrong hands, it falls apart. The academy may be reading
ancient literature of this or that century or millennium, people,
land, or culture. But it is not reading the Bible.

C) Staying with the Text

There remains the second condition of Plato’s Socrates, that an
author remain with his text in order to defend it and answer
questions put to it. A writer might arrange to remain with his
writing by commissioning guardians, as it were, of his thought,
who have learned his thought in conversation with him. So Christ
commissioned the apostles, and sent them as he was sent, which
is to say, with the power to commission still others (John 20:21).
Thus, there can be an authoritative succession of spokesmen
across many generations, such that, when they speak, we know
that their speaking was intended by Christ two thousand years
ago.

If the commissioning remains external, and the traditioning
depends on such teaching as one human being can impart to
another, however, it is to be wondered whether this is sufficient
to maintain the message, the word, in its purity. MacIntyre in the
essay already referenced seems to endorse this proposal, and
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suggests that perhaps it is enough for a wise man to commit his
serious thoughts to paper if his writing can be consigned to a
continuing context of spoken dialogue.60 But elsewhere he grants
there are rival Aristotles, rival Platos, Kants, and Wittgensteins.61

This does not seem to be a wholly successful solution.
The requirement that an author remain with his text can be

met more strongly in two ways. First, the privileged place where
the word is preached and heard is the liturgy. One of the criteria
of right preaching is that nothing be said that will contradict the
action of the sacrifice or the presence of Christ on the altar. The
presence of the Eucharistic Christ guards the presence of Christ
in the word.

Second, the Eucharist reminds us that Christ and the Church
make one whole Christ, the totus Christus of which St. Augustine
speaks so often in interpreting the psalms. This has a bearing on
how we are to think of “quoting” Christ. When we quote him in
reading the Sermon on the Mount, for instance, we are aware that
we are quoting a long-past speech, but equally aware that we are
not quoting a long-dead man. Rather, we are quoting a living
man. We are quoting one whose personal authority as an agent of
truth abides in perfect fullness and undiminished power;
moreover, we are quoting one whose personal authority is that
than which no greater can be conceived. Since he is alive and
incomparably so, he could now himself speak the word, repeat the
word, that we are quoting. In addition, it is not a matter only of
an unrevoked past intention, or of a past command that he be
quoted, but also of a present intention now that his word be
heard. Most importantly, there is a more than purely exterior
commissioning of Christians that unites them to Christ not only
as official witnesses but also as especially empowered witnesses.
The sacramental order once again comes to the aid of the order
of truth.
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Moreover, because Christ and the Church form una quaedam
persona, the totus Christus, St. Augustine can speak of Christ the
Head as both writing the New Testament and interpreting it. 

Christ is the head of all his disciples as members of his body. So, when they have
written what he showed them and what he said, it must by no means be said that
he has not written it, since his members wrote what they learned at the dictation
of the head. For whatever he wanted us to read about his deeds and words, this
he ordered to be written by them as by his own hands.62

Bishops and priests are also members of the body of Christ, and
through them, he can also be thought to remain with his text in
order to answer questions put to it.

if the Holy Spirit is speaking in those who are handed over to the persecutors on
Christ’s account [Mt 10:19-20], why not also in those who are handing Christ
over to the learners?63

It is this relation between Christ and his members that makes the
Church the “competent reader” of Scripture.

When St. Thomas thinks about the capacities of preachers to
transmit the word of God, he does so in terms of the gifts of the
Holy Spirit and the light of prophecy. The gifts of the Holy Spirit,
which include wisdom and knowledge, are given to all by baptism
and confirmation. They are given also by orders, in such a way
that they amount to gratiae gratis datae, in virtue of which the
common good of the Church is served by public ministry. For just
this reason, St. Thomas says, St. Paul mentions the “word of
wisdom and knowledge” (1 Cor 12:8), since the gifts of wisdom
and knowledge can be given in such fullness that they enable
teaching others.64 In this way are they given to prelates.65 

Furthermore, the light of prophecy is given also for
interpretation of the Scriptures—answering questions put to the
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text, that the text itself does not answer in so many words. So
prophetic light was given to the apostles by Christ (Luke 24:45),
so that they might expound the sense of Old Testament
Scriptures.66 Presumably, they are enabled to read the Old
Testament Christologically, as Christ does for the disciples on the
road to Emmaus. Such prophetic light continues to be given for
the interpretation of Scripture, such that “they are interpreted in
the same spirit in which they have been written.”67

Therefore, when the bishops quote Christ or otherwise
proclaim the Scriptures, they are speaking the Word of God with
an authority not only envisaged in the past but also now conferred
by the sacrament and with it an enhanced ability so to speak the
Word of God, according to that word of the Lord: “the Holy
Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you
all things and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to
you” (John 15:26), and “when the Spirit of truth comes, he will
guide you into all the truth” (John 16:12).

We have returned to Constantinople I and the dogmatic basis
of our confidence in the Church’s mediation of the word of
Christ.

VI. A WORD THAT WANTS TO BE PARAPHRASED, TRANSLATED,
AND UNFOLDED

To be sure, the teaching of Constantinople I, as of the other
councils mentioned in the first section of this essay, is a
“development” of doctrine, as we have come to call such things.
How do we know such development is legitimate, something also
included in hearing the word of God? In part, this is because it is
anticipated already within the Scriptures that are its point of
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departure. Reading, preaching, and teaching the word of God is
always a matter of interpretation. Sometimes interpretation in-
volves no more than deciding how to inflect a sentence, or where
to pause for emphasis. Sometimes, however, interpretation
involves drawing inferences, connecting one text to another,
distinguishing words and realities in answering questions the text
evokes. Such interpretation is development of doctrine, and such
development on the basis of the word of God is foreshadowed
within the word of God.68

Before considering this anticipation in more detail, there are
two other conditions that touch on development which should
briefly be mentioned. In section IV I considered conditions of the
word of God remaining, abiding, in its original form. Here, I am
looking to the future of this word, how, as a written word, it
lends itself to the sort of defense its guardians—its Author—must
engage in, and so assume some other form, new by contrast with
the litterae of the original form.

In the first place, it seems to be necessary that we have only the
writing of witnesses to the words of Jesus and of the hearers of
these witnesses and that we do not have the writing of Jesus
himself as produced in the days of his flesh before his
resurrection. This can seem paradoxical. But as St. Thomas says
on this issue: “If Christ had committed his doctrine to writing,
men would have had no loftier thought of his doctrine than what
scripture contains.”69 The stability of the written word, and the
authority of Christ, would have conspired to freeze his message in
such a way that, transfixed by the ipsissima verba Christi, we
could not mold them into new shapes for new circumstances of
hearing. They would have an absoluteness that would impede
their being beheld in new lights, from new angles, in new ways.

Second, there is the fact that the word of God comes to us in
both Hebrew and Greek. Even more, the New Testament takes
what it quotes in Greek from an originally Hebrew Old Testament
as authoritative. The word of God that first came to us in Hebrew
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72 Benedict XVI, Verbum Domini, no. 7; and no. 38, on transcending the letter: “the word
of God can never simply be equated with the letter of the text. To attain to it involves a
progression and a process of understanding guided by the inner movement of the whole
corpus, and also has to become a vital process.” 

73 Michael C. Legaspi, The Death of Scripture and the Rise of Biblical Studies (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2010), 14, reports the position of Coustourier: “In dislodging the
Vulgate, Cousturier argued, he [Erasmus] was not simply questioning the authority of a
translation, he was undermining scripture itself.” 

can also come to us in Greek.70 The word of God, while it can
exist for us only in some determinate human language or
languages, is also something that transcends any single rendering
of it in just one language. Rather, the word of God, the word of
Christ, can be expressed in all languages.71 Together with the first
condition, this one works in such a way as to make Christianity a
religion of the word, but not a religion of the book.72

Paradoxically, the many languages which first of all exist on the
condition of sin, according to Genesis 11, turn out all of them to
be capax verbi dei, and the God who confused the proud of heart
is the same God who can speak to the humble in whatever
language is needed. 

This is important for our confidence not only in theological
argument that does not take place in Hebrew or Greek, but also
for our confidence in magisterial teaching. This was expressly
recognized at the time of the Humanist and Reformation criticism
of the Vulgate.73 The fact that the one word of God can be
rendered in many languages is a sort of foreshadowing of the
development of doctrine. To unfold what is implicit in the word
of God is to interpret, to interpret is to translate—and to translate
is to interpret, to interpret is to unfold.

We can now speak about the anticipation of development
within the Bible. This occurs across the two Testaments, the
necessity of whose duality has often been noted. The categories by
means of which Jesus identifies himself, even if they must be
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74 For development across the testaments, see Newman, An Essay on Development, chap.
2, sect. 1: “Development of Doctrine to be Expected.”

75 Sokolowski, Eucharistic Presence, 145. 
76 Sokolowski, The God of Faith and Reason, 126-27, 129. 
77 Sokolowski, Eucharistic Presence, 144. 
78 Ibid., 155. 
79 It is probably also necessary that Christ himself be the one to teach the Church how to

read the Old Testament, as he does preeminently in Luke 4 and Luke 24. We see in Acts (e.g.,
9:35) that the Church learned this lesson well. 

80 Christopher Seitz, Reading and Preaching the Book of Isaiah (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1988); and idem, “How Is the Prophet Isaiah Present in the Latter Half of the Book?”
in Word without End: The Old Testament as Abiding Theological Witness (Grand Rapids,
Mich.: Eerdmans, 1998), 168-93

stretched, have already to be in place. He cannot just appear
without a framework within which to be beheld. He must be first
heralded, and then remembered, in order really to appear in time
to us. Both Testaments are therefore necessary.74 There is a
similar “presentational necessity” relative to the very sense of
divinity revelation imparts to us.75 The Old Testament has first to
provide a sense of the divine, which is subsequently completed by
the revelation of Christ.76 Christian things, Sokolowski says,
“could not have come to light simply and directly by themselves;
it seems that they had to be manifested as a fulfillment of a prior
expectation.”77 The Incarnation cannot be appreciated as the last
word of revelation and the last step of the plan of redemption
unless there are previous words, prior steps.78 These words and
deeds are recorded in the Old Testament.79

There are other ways in which within the Bible we see how the
word of God is to be extended, defended, and developed. The
completion of Old by New is itself prepared for by such things
within the Old as the constitution of the Book of Isaiah. As
Christopher Seitz shows, Isaiah gives us an example within the
Old Testament of the development, reception, interpretation, and
fulfillment of prior Scripture.80 Christ fulfills the Old Testament
covenants and promises and predictions. He does so in such an
unexpected way, however, that this very unexpectedness must be
somehow anticipated. That is, we must be able to see even the
novelty of Christ as in someway prepared for. And this is in fact
the case. The unanticipable fulfillment of Christ is somehow
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81 See Denis Farkasfalvy, O.Cist., Inspiration and Interpretation: A Theological Introduction

to Sacred Scripture (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2010), 32,
34, 44-46.

82 Raymond Brown, An Introduction to New Testament Christology (New York: Paulist
Press, 1994), part 3, esp. chap. 10. 

83 For the role of the Law and the Prophets in the production of the New Testament, see
Christopher Seitz, The Goodly Fellowship of the Prophets: The Achievement of Association in

Canon Formation (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic, 2009), 119-22, 130.

anticipated by prior fulfillments. So, we have not only: “Who told
this long ago? Who declared it of old? Was it not I, the Lord?”
(Isa 45:21), but also: “Behold, I am doing a new thing; now it
springs forth, do you not perceive it?” (Isa 43:19). Both are
contained in chapter 48 of Isaiah: “the former things I declared of
old” (v. 3) and “From this time forth I make you hear new things,
hidden things which you have not known; they are created now,
not long ago; before today you have never heard of them” (vv. 6-
7).

Such fulfillments of prior appreciation and prior word are
found also within the New Testament. There are, for instance,
indications of the formation of the canon and the closing of the
canon within the canonical writings themselves.81 For another
instance, according to Raymond Brown, there are the Chris-
tologies of the New Testament, from those that behold Christ as
the designated but not yet fully revealed Messiah, to those that
appreciate him as the Son of God already acting if not manifest in
his ministry, to those, finally that know him as the eternal Word
made flesh. Each marks out points on a parabola with one
intelligibility, one equation. Furthermore, and importantly for the
defense of the written word of God, they together also point
beyond themselves to the doctrine of Nicaea.82 Just as the New
Testament itself is written only by taking account of and being
accountable to the prior authority of the Law and the Prophets,
so the Church’s doctrine is developed on the authority of
Scripture as a whole.83 The former gives an example of and a
warrant for the second.

In these ways, the word of God even as written is prepared to
be defended and elaborated in just the ways we see happening in
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84 STh III, q. 42, a. 1, ad 2 (my trans.). 

the time of the Church, when Christ the Head defends the word
of God, his word, through the members of his body.

* * * * *

The human mediation of the truth of Christ by erring,
forgetful, and sinful men makes this mediation seem frail.
Considering it in its entirety, however, and the extent to which it
has been unfolded in the teaching of the Church may enable us to
share some of St. Thomas’s confidence. Responding to the
objection that Christ should not have entrusted the mission to the
Gentiles to his disciples but himself have taught them, he says:

it bespeaks not a lesser power but a greater power to do something through
others than by oneself. And therefore, the divine power of Christ is shown most
of all in this, that he conferred on his disciples such great power in teaching, that
they converted to Christ even the nations that had heard nothing of him.84

Just as in the sacramental order the greater and original Cause of
grace can make true instrumental causes of others, so in the order
of the manifestation of truth the greatest Teacher can make others
successful teachers.



1 Republic 436a (trans. G.M.A. Grube, rev. C.D.C. Reeve, in Plato: Complete Works, ed.
John M. Collins [Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997], 1067).

2 I will use the term “faculty” (of the soul) interchangeably with the terms “capacity” and
“ability,” and as synonymous with what the medievals usually called potentiae animae,

although, as we’ll see below, the medieval term harbored some crucial ambiguities.
3 See Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy 6 (Charles Adam and Paul Tannery, eds.,

Oeuvres de Descartes [Paris: J. Vrin, 1904], 7:86 ): “As for the faculties of willing, of
understanding, of sensory perception and so on, these cannot be termed parts of the mind,
since it is one and the same mind that wills, understands and has sensory perceptions.” See
also Replies to the Fifth Set of Objections (Adam and Tannery, eds., Oeuvres 7:356): “I
consider the mind not as part of the soul but as the thinking soul in its entirety” (trans. John
Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff, and Dugald Murdoch, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes

[Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984], 2:59 and 246).
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I
N THE Republic Socrates asks “do we learn with one part of
the soul, get angry with another, and with some third part
desire the pleasures of food, drink, sex, and the others that are

closely akin to them? Or when we set out after something, do we
act with the whole of our soul, in each case?” This, he says, is
“hard to determine up to the standards of our argument.”1 The
medieval Scholastics seem to have agreed, in that they made the
relationship between the soul and its faculties a central topic of
philosophical conversation.2 It was still a sufficiently important
issue by the time Descartes wrote the Meditations that he thought
it necessary there to clarify his own view that the faculties of
thinking, willing, and sensing are identical to the mind, which is
in turn identical to the soul itself.3
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4 I borrow the latter term from Robert Pasnau, “The Mind-Soul Problem,” in Mind,

Cognition, and Representation: The Tradition of Commentaries on Aristotle’s “De anima,” ed.
Paul J. J. M. Bakker and Johannes M. M. H. Thijssen (Aldershot, U.K.: Ashgate, 2007), 3-20.

This article tracks the discussion concerning the soul and its
faculties from roughly the arrival of the libri naturales in the early
thirteenth century until Descartes’s time. To cover this immodest
swath of historical terrain, I make no pretense to comprehen-
siveness. I highlight only those figures, arguments, and episodes
I judge to have contributed most to driving the debate forward
from its Aristotelian and Augustinian origins to the Buridanian
consensus which, I argue, became more or less predominant from
the mid-fourteenth century onward. My claim will be that after
abandoning the relatively stable position of Thomas Aquinas that
the soul’s powers are proprietates distinct from its essence,
Scholastics of the later Middle Ages were left unable to explain
successfully how souls—and particularly human souls, with their
faculties of thinking and willing—are related to bodies. This
inability contributed to the rejection of Aristotelian psychology in
the seventeenth century in favor of new philosophies of mind such
as Cartesian dualism.

Section I of the article examines the Aristotelian and
Augustinian background to the medieval conversation. Section II
looks at the development of various thirteenth-century views on
the soul and its faculties, culminating in a presentation of
Aquinas’s position. Section III turns to Henry of Ghent’s critique
of the Thomist position, and some of the late-thirteenth and early-
fourteenth-century theories it inspired. The fourth and fifth
sections focus on a pair of problems with one of these theories,
John Buridan’s, which bought attractive theoretical parsimony at
a steep price. Today we might call these “mind-body problems,”
since they deal with the relationship between the soul and the
body, although “soul-body problem” might be a better name for
the first, and “mind-soul problem”4 a better name for the second.
In the concluding section I argue that in spite of these problems
views like Buridan’s became widespread in the late Middle Ages
and Renaissance. It was in part because of these difficulties,
however, that by Descartes’s time the Aristotelian program in
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5 See De anima 2.1.412a27; 2.1.412b5; and 1.2.403b25.
6 Cf. Aquinas, II De anima, lect. 6; and Buridan, Quaestiones in De anima 2.6.

philosophical psychology had become a ripe target for
replacement.

I. ARISTOTELIAN AND AUGUSTINIAN ORIGINS

As is often the case, the two most important figures responsible
for fixing the parameters of the debate concerning the soul and its
powers in the Middle Ages were undoubtedly Augustine and
Aristotle. As is also often the case, they did so without leaving
much indication how the debate was to be resolved. Below are a
few of their ideas—by no means a comprehensive list—that
factored significantly into developing the major positions on the
table at the beginning of Aquinas’s career.

In De anima Aristotle claims that the soul is the first actuality
of a body capable of life, that such bodies are naturally organized,
and that one identifies such living bodies chiefly by their
capacities for self-motion (in a broad sense) and cognition.5 These
claims might be taken to suggest a two-tiered mereology of living
things: a division of the body into organic parts, and a division of
the soul into various faculties. Aristotle fills most of books 2 and
3 of De anima with descriptions of the soul’s faculties, and
analyzes their organic counterparts in the parva naturalia. In book
2, chapter 4, he proposes a procedure for studying souls and their
capacities (415a14-22). To learn about a faculty we must
investigate the individual actions or passions that it equips an
organism to carry out. To learn about sense-cognition, for
instance, we must learn what it is to sense. To investigate the
individual vital operations of a living thing, in turn, we must
investigate their objects: what the power of the soul acts on (food,
in the case of the nutritive power), or what acts on it (color, in the
case of vision). At least, Aristotle’s medieval readers commonly
took him to have proposed some such order of operations.6

Aristotle’s application of this procedure, however, leaves
important questions unanswered. In book 1, chapter 1 of De
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7 At De anima 2.2, for example, he brings up the question of the soul’s simplicity, but
leaves it uncertain whether he takes the powers of the soul “to be separable only in account,
or also spatially” (2.2.413b14; trans. J. A. Smith in The Complete Works of Aristotle, ed.
Jonathan Barnes [Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984], 1:641-92). He does not
even make clear exactly what this distinction might amount to. By way of elucidation he
mentions that some plants and animals can survive being cut apart into pieces. He also
mentions that the intellective power seems to be (rather than belong to) a different type of soul
that can be separated “in the way that what is everlasting [can be separated] from what is
corruptible” (2.2.413b25). At De anima 3.4–5 he returns to the intellective part of the soul
and makes a series of cryptic remarks about its independence and separability from the body.
In discussing the power of the soul responsible for local motion at De anima 3.9, finally, he
says that “a puzzle arises right away: how must we speak of the parts of the soul, and how
many of them are there?” (3.9.432a22). Evidently he hasn’t solved this puzzle by this late
point in the work, and doesn’t appear to do so in the little that follows. Throughout the work,
he is just as likely to speak of the nutritive soul (see 2.4.415a23) as he is of the nutritive part
or power of the soul (see 2.2.413b6; 2.3.414a31).

8My rough divisions will break down quickly once we look at what the authors under
consideration actually say. For instance, the first issue properly speaking concerns the unicity
vs. plurality of substantial forms, rather than souls. Some thinkers were happy to consider the
vegetative, sensitive, and intellective parts of the soul as distinct substantial forms, but loathe
to call them distinct souls, while others were perfectly content with the language of multiple
souls. The second issue is muddied by the fact that many thinkers considered an organism’s
faculties to be both identical with and distinct from the soul itself and one another—drawing,
of course, on different types of metaphysical distinction to carry this off. The type of
distinction I will have in mind when I refer below to Aquinas’s “distinction thesis” is often
called a “real distinction” by John Duns Scotus and others (see section 3).

anima he indicates that among the items on his docket are
whether the soul is simple or composed out of parts, and whether
there is just one soul per organism or many (402b1-403a2). But
while he appears to take up these issues at several points, he never
settles them conclusively.7 He leaves unclear such questions as
whether something with vegetative, sensory, and intellective
capacities has them in virtue of one soul or several; whether these
souls have parts; whether the parts are powers; and whether, if
there are multiple souls or multiple powers of a single soul, the
distinctions between these souls or powers are mind independent,
and if so, how.

It would be difficult indeed to catalog the range of answers
medieval philosophers arrived at in response to these questions,
but for now it will be helpful to note two central topics of
disagreement.8 One rough division is between those who thought
there to be just one soul per organism, and those who thought
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9 Technically the question whether the soul’s powers are distinct from it and whether they
are distinct from one another are separate issues, but the medieval authors I am dealing with
tended to treat them as interchangeable.

10 Augustine, De Trinitate 10.11.18 (in J. P. Migne, Patrologiae Cursus Completus, Series

Latina [PL] [Paris, 1844-55], 42:983; trans. Gareth B. Matthews, Augustine: “On the Trinity,”

Books 8–15 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 58.
11 See various references throughout Augustine, Confessions 12, e.g., 12.8.8; 12.17.25 (PL

32:829, 835).

there to be many. This may be called the unicity vs. plurality
question. Another is between those who thought that a given soul
has multiple powers, each distinct from it and from one another,
and those who thought a soul’s powers are identical to it and to
one another.9 This may be called the distinction vs. identity
question. I am chiefly concerned in this article with the latter
question, although, because the two issues are closely intertwined,
it will be necessary to say something about the unicity vs. plurality
question as well.

As for Augustine, his most important contributions to the
debate concerning the soul’s relationship to its faculties were
twofold. First, he left an important model for understanding this
relationship by comparing the faculties of understanding, will, and
memory to the members of the Trinity. Since the persons of the
Trinity are identical in substance and identical to the divine
nature, Augustine treats the soul’s powers in the same way: as
identical to the soul itself. Hence, in a passage much quoted in
medieval debates, he writes that: “Since these three, memory,
understanding, and will, are, therefore, not three lives but one
life, not three minds but one mind, it follows that they are
certainly not three substances, but one substance. . . . Therefore,
these three are one in that they are one life, one mind, and one
essence.”10 The crucial claim is that the soul is simple just as the
divine essence is simple, so that its powers are identical to it. The
importance medieval Scholastics assigned to Augustine’s
Trinitarian model was one factor that helped to make the identity
thesis the dominant view throughout the period I am considering.

Another view Augustine appears to have held which had
enormous, if indirect, influence on the unicity vs. plurality
question concerns the existence of formless matter.11 He did not
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12 Augustine, De genesi ad litteram 1.15.29-30 (PL 34:257).
13 Ibid., 6.5-7 (PL 34:342-45); De Trinitate 3.8.13 (PL 42:875-76).
14 In addition to the works cited above, see also Augustine, De vera religione 18.35-36 (PL

34:137). For two modern interpretations of Augustine on unformed matter, spiritual matter,
and seminal reasons along the lines I suggest see Armand Maurer, Medieval Philosophy: An

Introduction (Toronto: PIMS, 1982), 14-16; and Frederick Copleston, A History of

Philosophy, vol 2, Medieval Philosophy (New York: Image Books, 1993), 74-77.
15 I do not claim that Augustianian influence was solely, or even chiefly, responsible for the

popularity of pluralism in the Middle Ages. D. A. Callus is surely correct to argue that the
mature High-Scholastic debate over the plurality of forms involves Aristotelian
presuppositions, and thus could not have begun to take shape until the later part of the twelfth
century (“The Origins of the Problem of the Unity of Form,” The Thomist 24 [1961]: 257-85,
at 261). It is probable that Arabic neo-Platonists such as Avicenna and Avicebron were a more
direct influence on the formation of pluralism in this period. But their neo-Platonism and
Augustine’s had common roots, and the fact that Augustine can easily be interpreted to have
endorsed pluralism counted as a mark in its favor. See Roberto Zavalloni, Richard de
Mediavilla et la controverse sur la pluralité des formes, Philosophes Médiévaux 2 (Louvain:
Editions de L’Institut Supérieur de Philosophie, 1951) for the most thorough available

think that at some point in time there existed a great shapeless
lump of matter; the arrival of forms in matter followed its
creation with no interval of delay.12 Still, God created matter
prior in some metaphysical sense to its determination by specific
forms, and indeed sowed it with “seminal reasons” that fitted
particular parcels of matter to receive particular forms.13 These
seminal reasons divided matter into two kinds: corporeal matter,
fitted to receive the forms of bodies, and spiritual matter, fitted to
receive the forms of intelligences or human souls. This at least was
a standard interpretation of some texts in the Confessions, De vera
religione, De genesi ad litteram, and other works.14

This view is important for the present discussion because it
disposed many Scholastics to accept a plurality of substantial
forms. If matter exists prior in some sense to any of the forms that
will ultimately come to inform it, but still informed enough that
it is apt to become, for instance, the matter of a bodily rather than
a spiritual substance, then it makes sense to speak of such a
substance as possessing multiple substantial forms: one to
determine it as a body of such and such a shape and dimensions,
another specify it as this or that particular kind of body. In the
case of a living body, this further substantial form would be the
soul, or perhaps multiple souls.15
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discussion of the unicity vs. plurality debate.
16 Kilwardby, Littera ad Petrum de Conflans: “Quare autem dicitur positio de unitate

formarum, non satis intelligo. Novi enim multas formas corporales et spirituales que nullam
habent ad invicem unitatem; novi etiam aliquas quandam habere unitatem, sed non
omnimodam; et novi a diversitate formarum diversitatem procedere actionum, et quia per
diversitatem obiectorum venitur in cognitionem diversitatis actionum, et quia inde proceditur
ad cognitionem diversitatis in potentiis et formis: sed quod unitas sit formarum omnimoda,
diversas specie actiones exercentium et diversa specie obiecta requirentium, nec novi nec
intelligo, sed falsum iudico et impossibile” (quoted in Zavalloni, Richard de Mediavilla, 311).
Cf. Peter John Olivi, Quaestiones in secundum librum Sententiarum 50 (ed. B. Jansen,
Bibliotheca Franciscana Scholastica Medii Aevi, 4–6 [Florence: Ad Aquas Claras, 1922], 2:31).

Most thirteenth-century Scholastics agreed that living things
have multiple substantial forms, and this had a direct impact on
the way they approached the distinction vs. identity issue. A
widely held theory was that diverse faculties correspond to diverse
kinds of activity, and that these faculties are in turn identical to
diverse substantial forms. Robert Kilwardby, for instance, seems
to endorse this theory when he writes that:

I find many corporeal and spiritual forms that have no unity with their opposite;
I also find some that do have some unity, but not complete unity; and I find a
diversity of actions to proceed from the diversity of forms, both since from the
diversity of objects we arrive at our understanding of the diversity of actions, and
since we proceed from there to our understanding of the diversity of powers and
forms. But that there should be a complete unity of forms, exercising diverse
species of actions and requiring diverse species of objects, I neither find nor
understand, but judge to be false and impossible.16

An obvious problem with this theory is that if a distinct substantial
form is needed for each and every distinct type of vital operation,
then complex organisms will require an enormous number of
substantial forms. Proponents of the theory tended to limit the
requisite substantial forms to the specific and generic perfections
represented by the branches of the Porphyrian tree. Matthew of
Aquasparta, for instance, writes that, “it is necessary to posit one
form by which [an organism] belongs to the genus substance, and
[one by which it belongs] in the genus bodily substance, and
mixture, and complexion, and living thing, and so on for the
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17 Matthew of Aquasparta, Quaestiones disputatae de anima XIII 4: “oportet ponere
formam per quam reponitur in genere [substantiae], et in genere substantiae corporeae, et
mixtae, et complexionatae, et viventis, et sic de ceteris” (ed. A.J. Gondras [Paris: J. Vrin,
1961], 66).

18 Olivi, II Sent., 50 (ed. Jansen, 2:34-35): “Dico igitur quod tunc ratio superioris generis
et ratio sequentis differentiae sunt diversae realiter, quando utraque habet virtutem activam
et actionem sibi propriam differentem ab alia, et quando ratio superioris generis potest esse
absque aliqua differentiarum sequentium; ut materia elementaris potest esse sub forma alicuius
elementi absque forma mixti, et habet forma elementi virtutem activam et actionem
differentem ab actione et virtute forma mixti. Quandocunque autem ista non insunt, credo eas
esse omnino realiter idem. . . . Cum igitur formae corporis nostri corporales habeant virtutes
et actiones differentes, quin immo et per se proprietates et etiam conditiones essentiales varias
ab iis quae competunt animae, in quantum est anima et in quantum est sensitiva et rationalis
. . . teneo in corpore humano praeter animam esse alias formas realiter differentes ab ipsa et
etiam credo omnes gradus formales qui in eo sunt concurrere ad unam perfectam formam
constituendam.”

rest.”17 Peter John Olivi helpfully suggests a rule for determining
when it is necessary to posit a distinct substantial form and when
it is unnecessary:

I say therefore that the ratio of a superior genus and the ratio of a subsequent
difference are really diverse when each has an active power and action proper to
itself and different from the other, and when the ratio of the superior genus can
exist without any of the subsequent differences; as the matter of an element can
exist under the form of some element without the form of a mixture, and the
form of an element has an active power and different action than any action and
power of the form of a mixture. But whenever this isn’t the case, I believe [the
forms in question] to be wholly the same in reality. . . . Since, therefore, the
corporeal forms of our body have different powers and actions, and indeed also
per se properties and essential conditions different from those which pertain to
the soul, inasmuch as it is a soul or is sensitive and rational . . . I hold that
beyond the soul there are other forms really differing from it, and I also believe
that a perfect constitutive form corresponds to every formal grade which is in [a
man].18

Since we find elements existing by themselves uncompounded
with any other, mixed bodies existing by themselves without the
ability to grow, living things that can grow and nourish themselves
without being able to perceive what is going on around them, and
so on, we know that the forms of elements, the form of
corporeity, and the vegetative soul must be really distinct.
Reasoning along these lines became especially prominent after
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19 See no. 474 in Chartularium universitatis parisiensis, ed. H. Denifle and E. Chatelain
(Paris: Delalain, 1889), 1:558-59 for Kilwardby’s condemnation; and F. Pelster, “Die Sätze
der Londonder Verurteilung von 1286 und die Schriften des Magister Richard von Knapwell,
O.P.,” Archivum fratrum praedicatorum 16 (1946): 83-106 for Pecham’s. See Le correctorium
corruptorii “Quare,” ed. P. Glorieux, Bibliothéque Thomiste, 9 (Le Saulchoir, Belgium: Revue
des sciences philosophiques et theologiques, 1927), nos. 31, 32, 48, 98; Roger Marston,
Quodlibet 2.22, in Zavalloni, ed., Richard de Mediavilla, 180-99; Richard of Mediavilla,
Quaestio fratris Richardi de gradu formarum (Zavalloni, ed., Richard de Mediavilla,  35-169);
and the works by Kilwardby, Olivi, and Aquasparta cited above for a few thirteenth-century
articulations of the plurality of substantial forms. 

20 Richard Rufus of Cornwall and William of Auvergne each argue against a plurality of
souls in any living thing, but embrace the identity thesis. See E. A. Moody, “William of
Auvergne and his Treatise De anima,” Studies in Medieval Philosophy: Science and Logic

(Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 1975), 1-110; and D. A. Callus, “Two Early
Oxford Masters on the Problem of the Plurality of Forms: Adam of Buckfield - Richard Rufus
of Cornwall,” Revue neoscholastique de philosophie 42 (1939): 411-45 esp. 426-32.

21 Pius Künzle, Das Verhältnis der Seele zu Ihren Potenzen (Freiburg: Universitätsverlag,
1956); and Odon Lottin, Psychologie et morale aux XIIe et XIIIe siècles, vol. 1, Problèmes de

psychologie (Louvain: Abbaye Dumont Cesar, 1942) remain invaluable on views regarding the
soul’s relationship to its powers prior to Aquinas.

Kilwardby’s and John Pecham’s condemnations of the unicity
thesis, although its seeds were sown much earlier.19

Pluralists like Kilwardby, Aquasparta, and Olivi were identity
theorists to a man. It is easy to see why: positing diverse sub-
stantial forms in living things to account for the diversity of their
operations rendered it unnecessary to posit diversity amongst the
soul’s powers as well. But even some thirteenth-century Schol-
astics who appear to have reservations about the plurality of
substantial forms endorse the identity of the soul with its
powers.20 In the following section I consider several versions of
the identity thesis, along with the alternative distinction thesis
proposed by Aquinas.21

II. THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE DISTINCTION THESIS

I suggested above that the popularity of the identity thesis in
the Middle Ages may have owed much to Augustine’s influence,
but the Trinitarian conception of the mind does not recommend
it unambiguously. Indeed, since the members of the Trinity are
distinct from one another as persons, though identical in
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22 PL 40:782: “Verumtamen propter varia exercitia variatur et varie nuncupatur. Dicitur
namque sensus, imaginatio, ratio, intellectus, intelligentia. Et haec omnia in anima nihil aliud
sunt, quam ipsa, aliae et aliae inter se proprietates propter varia exercitia, sed una essentia
rationis et una anima: proprietates quidem diversae, sed una essentia: secundum exercitia,
multa sunt; secundum essentiam vero, unum sunt in anima et idem quod ipsa.” See also PL
40:788-89: "For it is called a soul when it carries out vegetative acts, a spirit when it
contemplates, sense when it senses, mind when it knows or when it understands, reason when
it discerns, memory when it remembers, will when it consents. These, nonetheless, do not
differ in substance to the extent that they differ in name; for all these are one soul, having
diverse properties, indeed, but one essence" (“Dicitur namque anima, dum vegetat; spiritus,
dum contemplatur; sensus, dum sentit; animus, dum sapit; dum intelligit, mens; dum
discernit, ratio; dum recordatur, memoria; dum consensit, voluntas. Ista tamen non differunt
in substantia, quemadmodum in nominibus; quoniam omnia ista una anima est: proprietates
quidem diversae, sed una essentia”). This treatise was frequently cited as an authentic
Augustinian work in support of the identity thesis, although its actual authorship is unclear.

substance with the divine nature, Augustine’s model requires some
way of distinguishing the powers from one another. Twelfth- and
thirteenth-century Scholastics found various ways of doing so, of
which I will briefly mention four:

(A) The soul’s faculties are identical to it and to one another,
but have distinct names due to the diversity of the soul’s
operations. Consider, for instance, the treatise De spiritu et
anima:

On account of its various activities the soul is variously marked and named. For
it is called sense, imagination, reason, intellect, and intelligence. And all these in
the soul are nothing other than itself, related to one another as properties on
account of [the soul’s] various activities, but one essence in definition and one
soul: diverse properties indeed, but one essence: according to their exercise they
are many; but according to their essence they are one in the soul and the same
as the soul.22

 
William of Auvergne writes along similar lines:

Just as among human beings one and the same man is duke, count, marquis, the
official of some city . . . consul and senator, so one and the same soul, while
continuing and remaining in its unity and indivisibility, is at the same time the
intellective power, the rational power, the willing power  . . . in the same way
that it is the concupiscible power and the irascible power, although in accord
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23 William of Auvergne, De anima 3.6 (trans. Roland J. Teske, William of Auvergne: The

Soul [Milwaukee, Wis.: Marquette University Press, 2000], 118-19).
24 Peter King, “The Inner Cathedral: Mental Architecture in High Scholasticism,” Vivarium

46 (2008): 253-74, at 266.
25 John of Rupella lists as one opinion on the question “utrum anima sit sue potencie?” the

following: "Others say that the soul is wholly the same as its powers, but that it differs from
them according to reason. . . . They say therefore that it is a power which is an accident in the
thing of which it is a power, and it is a power which results from the essence as one of its
properties, and it is a power which is the essence itself bearing a certain relation to its act."
“Alii dicunt quod omnino idem est anima quod sue potencie, sed solum differre racione. . .
. Dicunt ergo quod est potencia que est accidens in re cuius est potencia, et est potencia que
consequitur essenciam sicut proprietas eius; et est potencia que est ipsa essencia adiciens
quandam relacionem ad actum” (Summa de anima 60 [ed. J. G. Bougerol, Textes
philosophiques du Moyen Age, 19 (Paris: J. Vrin, 1995), 184]). On this view, apparently, if
a power of the soul follows from its essence (consequitur essenciam) as one of its properties,
it can both be wholly identical (omnino idem) with the soul, and remain one of the soul’s
accidents. Albert the Great also uses proprietates or proprie frequently as terms for the
ontological status of the soul’s powers. For him, a psychological faculty is not identical to the
soul, but is not entirely an accident (omnino accidens) either. See De homine 1.8.2; and
1.73.2.2.2 in Albertus Magnus, Opera Omnia, ed. E. Borgnet (Paris: Vives, 1890-99), 35:104-
7 and 614-16.

with the variety of actions that it does or carries out it receives the names of
diverse powers and potencies.23

Both passages unequivocally assert the identity of the soul with its
faculties, and state that we give them distinct names according to
the diverse operations they enable us to perform. This version of
the identity theory admits merely a nominal or conceptual
distinction between the soul and its powers.

(B) The soul’s powers are among its properties (proprietates).
The De spiritu passage quoted above employs this Latin term for
the idia Aristotle discusses in book 1, chapter 5 of the Topics to
indicate the ontological status of psychological capacities, but, as
Peter King notes, without further elucidation the term was “vague
enough to mean almost anything.”24 It may have been used to
avoid, rather than indicate, a firm stance on the ontological
standing of the soul’s faculties, while affording them some degree
of distinction from one another.25

(C) The soul’s faculties are its virtual parts. Boethius
introduced the notion of wholes with potentiae or virtutes as their
parts in his De divisione, and suggested the soul as his example of
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26 Boethius, De divisione (PL 64:888). See for further explanation Andrew Arlig,
“Medieval Mereology,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward Zalta (2008),
online at: http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/mereology-medieval/; and John Magee’s
commentary in his edition and translation, Anicii Manlii Severini Boethii De divisione liber,
Philosophia Antiqua, 77 (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 153.

27Roger Bacon, Communia naturalium 4.3.5: “si dicatur partes sunt, dicendum quod
virtuales, ut dicit Boethius, et ita potenciales, et ideo potentie” (ed. Robert Steele, Opera

hactenus inedita Rogeri Baconi [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1909–40], 3:295). 
28 Ibid.: “aut in corporalibus, et sic vocantur partes quantitative, aut in spiritualibus, et sic

vocantur partes virtuales.”
29 Ibid., 297: “dicendum quod [anima] est una substancia composita ex pluribus partibus,

sicut corpus . . . tamen sit unum per essenciam ex eis, et hoc est vere unum, quia sicut in
corpore resultat una forma tocius, copulans omnes partes in unitate essenciali, sic est a parte
anima quod una natura substancialis resultat ex partibus pluribus in qua habent unitatem
essencialem.” For more on Bacon’s view see D. E. Sharpe, Franciscan Philosophy at Oxford

in the Thirteenth Century (London: Oxford University Press, 1930), 158-59. Other than
Bacon, Albert and John Pecham also propose the notion that the soul’s powers are its virtual
parts. For Albert, see works cited in n. 25 above and De anima 2.1.11 (in Alberti Magni Opera

Omnia, ed. B. Geyer [Münster: Aschendorff, 1951-], 7/1:80). See also Katharine Park,
“Albert’s Influence on Late Medieval Psychology,” in Albertus Magnus and the Sciences, ed.
James A. Weisheipl (Toronto: PIMS, 1980), 501-36, at 507-8. For Pecham, see Quaestiones

tractantes de anima 32 (ed. H. Spettman, Beiträge zur Geschichte der Philosophie des
Mittelalters 19/5-6 [Münster: Aschendorff, 1918], 204; and Tractatus de anima Ioannis

Pecham, ed. P. Gaudentius Melani, Bibliotheca di Studi Francescani 1 (Florence: Edizione S.
Francesco, 1948), 28-33.

such a virtual whole.26 Roger Bacon agrees that the powers of the
soul are its virtual parts.27 The virtual parts of spiritual substances
like the soul, he explains, are related to them just like quantitative
parts are related to bodily substances.28 He then attempts to
combine this position with the identity thesis, writing that:
 
[The soul] is one substance, composed of many parts, just like a body, which has
parts diverse in essence . . . nevertheless is one in essence from them, and is truly
one, since just as in the body one form of the whole results, joining all the parts
in essential unity, so it is on the part of the soul that one substantial nature
results from many parts in which they have essential unity.29

Just as the body is essentially one with its quantitative parts, so
too is the soul essentially the same as its virtual parts, that is,
powers.
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30 Alexander of Hales, Summa theologica 1-2.4.1.2.1: “dicunt quidam quod in nullo alio
a Primo est idem essentia rei quod sua potentia; unde dicunt quod anima non est idem in
essentia quod sua potentia, dicunt tamen quod sunt idem in substantia. Sicut enim non est
idem esse et operari, ita nec essentia et potentia: essentia enim animae est id per quod anima
est absolute essentia; potentia est id per quod anima ad aliud est efficiendum vel recipiendum.
Dicunt tamen quod idem est in substantia, eo quod anima non subsistat sine suis potentiis nec
etiam intelligatur nec ipsae potentiae sine anima. Identitas ergo, quam ponit Augustinus,
referenda est ad substantiam, non ad essentiam” ([Florence: Ad Claras Aquas (Quaracchi),
1924], 2:424).

31 Bonaventure, Commentaria in quatuor libros Sententiarum 1.3.2.1.3: “Unde istae
potentiae sunt animae consubstantiales et sunt in eodem genere per reductionem, in quo est
anima. Attamen, quoniam egrediuntur ab anima—potentia enim se habet per modum
egredientis—non sunt omnino idem per essentiam, nec tamen adeo differunt, ut sint alterius
generis, sed sunt in eodem genere per reductionem” (S. Bonaventurae Opera omnia [Florence:
Ad Aquas Claras (Quaracchi), 1882-1902], 1:84-88, at 86). See also idem, In Sent. 2.24.1.2.1
(Quaracchi ed.,, 2:558-63). Etienne Gilson, The Philosophy of Saint Bonaventure, trans. Illtyd
Trethowan (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1938), 341-49 explains what Bonaventure means
by per reductionem. See also Efrem Bettoni, Saint Bonaventure, trans. Angelus Gambatese
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1981), 90-91.

(D) The soul is identical in substance but not in essence to its
powers. Alexander of Hales seems to have been the first to take
this line. According to some, he informs us,

In none other than [God] is the essence of the thing the same as its powers.
Whence they say that the soul is not the same in essence as its powers, but
nevertheless say that they are the same in substance. For just as to be and to
operate are not the same, so too essence and potency are not the same: for the
essence of the soul is that by which the soul is an essence absolutely; but a power
is that by which the soul is capable of acting on or receiving something else.
Nevertheless they hold that [the soul and its powers] are the same in substance,
because the soul neither subsists, nor is understood without its powers, nor the
powers without the soul. Therefore the identity Augustine posits refers to
substantial, not essential, identity.30

Alexander does not claim this view explicitly as his own, but
neither does he mention any alternatives he prefers, and his
student Bonaventure does endorse a very similar position. The
powers of the soul are consubstantial with it, Bonaventure says,
and share its genus by reduction (per reductionem), but since they
proceed (egrediuntur) from it they do not wholly share its
essence.31 Bonaventure founds his claim that the soul’s powers are
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32 As noted above, King finds the notion of faculties as proprietates vague. Bettoni thinks
the same about Alexander’s and Bonaventure’s view, noting that Scotus’s position on the soul
and its powers “is essentially an effort to determine in more precise and technical language the
somewhat vague affirmations of the Seraphic Doctor” (Efrem Bettoni, Duns Scotus: The

Principles of His Philosophy, trans. Bernardine Bonansea [Washington, D.C.: The Catholic
University of America Press, 1961], 81).

33 William of Auvergne, De anima 3.1 (Teske, trans., 105).
34  Roger Bacon, Communia naturalium 4.3.5 (Steele, ed., 296). It is not clear who he held

responsible for the damnable view in question. Sharpe (Franciscan Philosophy, 158) suggests
Richard Rufus of Cornwall, but Callus (“Two Oxford Masters,” 426) describes Richard as an
identity theorist. Albert the Great is another possibility, but since Bacon lived a very long time
and since the work I quote from was written rather late in his career, it is entirely possible that
he has Aquinas himself in mind. Theodore Crowley quotes Bacon as critical of Albert and
Aquinas as “boy-theologians” (Roger Bacon: The Problem of the Soul in His Philosophical

Commentaries [Louvain: Editions de l’Institut Superieur de Philosophie, 1950], 63; see ibid.,
64-65 for the dating of Communia naturalium.

distinct from it in essence on the argument Alexander gives in the
passage above. It is based on an analogy: esse is to operari as
essentia is to potentia. If the soul’s operations are not identical to
its being (as is true of any creature), its powers cannot be identical
to its essence.

Of these various ways identity theorists introduced some
measure of distinction between the soul and its faculties several
are obscure,32 and none was uniformly accepted. To cite just one
example of a division in the ranks, William of Auvergne stridently
opposes the notion that the soul is composed of virtual parts, and
declares his determination “to destroy the error of certain people
who have supposed [the soul to be] composed of its natural
powers or potencies [and] on account of this . . . have called it a
potential whole, or virtual whole, etc., using their childish and
feeble-minded names.”33

What all proponents of the identity thesis held in common,
however, was the refusal to countenance what Bacon calls “the
damnable vulgar opinion of Paris,” namely, that the powers of the
soul are distinct from it as accidental forms.34 This is the view that
Aquinas embraced. He writes:

If we take “accident” as meaning “what is divided against substance,” then there
can be no medium between substance and accident; for they are divided by
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35 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I, q. 77, a. 1, ad 5: “si accidens accipiatur secundum quod
dividitur contra substantiam, sic nihil potest esse medium inter substantiam et accidens: quia
dividuntur secundum affirmationem et negationem, scilicet secundum esse in subiecto et non
esse in subiecto. Et in hoc modo, cum potentia animae non sit eius essentia, oportet quod sit
accidens: est in secunda specie Qualitatis” (Sancti Thomae de Aquino opera omnia [Rome:
Commissio Leonina, 1882-], 5:237).

36 STh I, q. 77, a. 1.
37 STh I, q. 77, a. 6; and q. 76, a. 8 (Leonine ed., 5:246; and 5:232-33).
38 See STh I, q. 77, a. 1, ad 1 (Leonine ed., 5:237); and Q. D. De anima, a. 12, ad 1

(Leonine ed., 24/1:110). Aquinas explains that when Augustine says “intellect, memory, and
will are the soul,” he employs an “is” of constitution, not of identity. All he means, according
to Aquinas, is that the soul is a virtual whole of which intellect, memory, and will are parts.

39 See Albert, works cited in nn. 25 and 29 above, and Summa Theologiae 3.15.2.2.1
(Opera Omnia, ed. Geyer, 34/1:65-74).

40 Albert, while willing to affirm that the soul’s faculties are natural potencies, and thus in
the genus of quality, also maintains that they are not wholly accidents (non omnino accidens)
(De homine 1.8.2 ad 4 [Borgnet, ed., 35:106]). Aquinas regards the soul’s powers as
inseparable accidents in much the same way as Albert describes here, but does not appear
hesitant about calling them accidents.

41 See Robert Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2002), chap. 5.2; King, “The Inner Cathedral,” 264-66; and John Wippel,
The Metaphysical Thought of Thomas Aquinas (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University

affirmation and negation, that is, according to being in a subject and not being
in a subject. In this sense, since a power of the soul is not its essence, it must be
an accident. It belongs to the second species of quality.35

Aquinas goes on to explain that the powers are a peculiar kind of
accident: quasi proprietates naturales of the soul.36 As such, they
flow (fluunt) from the soul’s essence, and constitute it as a virtual
whole (totalitatem virtutis).37 He uses the peculiar status of the
soul’s faculties to deal with problematic sayings of Augustine, such
as the “one life, one mind, one essence” passage quoted above.38

As we have seen, earlier Scholastics used the same vocabulary—
proprietates, flowing from the soul’s essence, virtual parts,
etc.—to describe the status of the powers. Aquinas inherited all of
these terms from his teacher Albert the Great.39 What marks
Aquinas’s position—what I am calling the distinction thesis—as
unique is his unequivocal affirmation that our vital capacities are
accidental forms distinct from the soul’s essence and from one
another.40

To support this position he relies on several different lines of
reasoning.41 One of these is Alexander of Hales’s argument that
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of America Press, 2000), chap. 8.3-4 for three recent surveys and interpretations of Aquinas’s
various arguments for a distinction between the soul and its powers.

42 Aquinas gives arguments that employ Alexander’s analogy in his early Sentences
commentary, I Sent., d. 3, q. 4, a. 2, sc 1 (Sancti Thomae Aquinatis doctoris angelici opera
omnia [Parma: Petrus Fiaccadorus, 1852], 6:40); De spir. creat. 11 (Sancti Thomae Aquinatis

Tractatus de spiritualibus creaturis, ed. Leo W. Keeler [Rome: Gregorian Pontifical University,
1937], 141); and Q. D. De anima, a. 12, sc 1 (Leonine ed., 24/1:107).

43 Wippel discusses a number of passages and contexts in which Aquinas employs this
principles in Metaphysical Themes in Thomas Aquinas II (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic
University of America Press, 2007), chap. 6.

44 I Sent., d. 3, q. 4, a. 2 (Parma ed., 6:40): “effectus proprius et immediatus oportet quod
proportionetur suae causae.” See also De spir. creat., a. 11 (Keeler, ed., 141); and Q. D. De

anima, a. 12 (Leonine ed., 24/1:109).
45 See STh I, q. 77, a. 1 (Leonine ed., 5:237); and Q. D. De anima, a. 12 (Leonine ed.,

24/1:110).
46 For example, this argument from STh I, q. 77, a. 1 (Leonine ed., 5:236-37): “anima

secundum suum essentiam est actus. Si ergo ipsa essentia animae esset immediatum operationis
principium, semper habens animam actu haberet opera vitae; sicut semper habens animam
actu est vivum.” In other words, since the soul is a sort of act—the first actuality of a naturally
organized body, as Aristotle says—if the soul’s essence included its powers, then the powers
would always be producing their acts. That is, a soul identical to its powers would always be
exercising its operations of seeing, understanding, growing, etc. as long as it exists, just as it

draws an analogy between esse and operari, essentia and
potentia.42 This analogy fits well within Aquinas’s metaphysics, in
which the distinction between esse and essentia plays such a
prominent role. Again, the general idea is that if a creature’s
capacities for operation were identical to its essence, then it would
be like God, whose activity is identical to his being.

Some of Aquinas’s other attempts to demonstrate a distinction
between the soul and its powers rely, as Alexander’s does, on
fairly abstract metaphysical principles. For example, one
argumentative strategy is based on the axiom that causes resemble
their effects. Aquinas’s typical tag expressing this principle is
omne agens agit sibi simile43—appearing in the arguments in
question here in phrases like “it is necessary that a proper and
immediate effect be proportionate to its cause.”44 The argument
concludes that since the soul’s operations are diverse and in some
category of accident, their corresponding powers must also be
diverse accidental features, distinct from the essence of the soul
itself.45 Other arguments he gives rely similarly on abstract
metaphysical principles.46
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gives life to a natural organized body as long as it exists. It would always be “switched on.”
47 I Sent., d. 3, q. 4, a. 2, sc 3 (Parma ed., 6:40): "Since a perfection and what it perfects

are proportionate, it is necessary that perfectibles of diverse proportions receive diverse
perfections. But diverse organs of the animate body have diverse proportions of conmixture.
Therefore they are perfected in diverse ways by the soul. But this cannot be true of their acts
of being, since the soul, inasmuch as it is a substantial form, gives one act of being to the
whole body. Therefore it must be true that they are perfected in diverse ways as regards the
perfections following from their acts of being, according to which they have diverse
operations. These perfections, however, which are the principles of the soul's operations, are
what we call 'powers.' Therefore it is necessary that the powers of the soul are diverse from
its essence, as things emanating from it" (“cum perfectio et perfectibilia sint proportionata,
oportet quod perfectibilia diversarum proportionum recipiant diversas perfectiones. Organa
autem corporis animati diversa sunt diversarum proportionum in conmixtione. Ergo
diversimode perficiuntur ab anima. Non autem quantum ad esse, quia anima, cum sit forma
substantialis, dat unum esse toti corpori. Ergo oportet quod diversimode perficiantur quantum
ad perfectiones consequentes esse, secundum quas habent diversas operationes. Has autem
perfectiones, quae sunt principia operationum animae, vocamus potentias. Ergo oportet
potentias animae diversas esse ab essentia, utpote emanantes ab ipsa”).

48 De spir. creat., a. 11 (Keeler ed., 142): “Tertio, apparet idem ex ordine potentiarum
animae, et habitudine earum ad invicem. Invenitur enim quod una aliam movet, sicut ratio
irascibilem et concupisibilem, et intellectus voluntatem; quod esse non posset, si omnes
potentiae essent ipsa animae essentia, quia idem secundum idem non movet seipsum, ut probat
Philosophus. Reliquitur ergo quod potentiae animae non sunt ipsa eius essentia.” See Physics
8.5.257a32-258a26) for the Aristotelian argument to which Aquinas refers. Plato puts this
same argument in Socrates’s mouth in book 4 of the Republic (436b-c).

Aquinas also has a more straightforward way of arguing for a
distinction between the soul and its powers. He points out that
some of our vital capacities have different, even opposite,
attributes from others, and reasons that one and the same soul
cannot be identical to faculties with different or opposite
attributes. For instance, he notes, the soul’s powers perfect
different bodily organs in different ways for the purpose of
carrying out different operations. Accordingly, they have different
locations in the body—one is located where another is not.47

Furthermore, he says, the powers of the soul can be opposed to
one another and move one another, as we see when reason moves
the irascible and concupiscible powers, or the intellect moves the
will.48 But since one and the same thing cannot move or oppose
itself (at the same time and in the same respect), the soul’s powers
must be distinct from each other. Finally, according to Aquinas,
some of the soul’s powers are material, inhering in the composite



ADAM WOOD602

49 De spir. creat., a. 11 (Keeler ed., 141): “[I]tem apparet ex potentiarum differentia,
quarum quaedam sunt quarumdam partium corporis actus, ut omnes potentiae sensitivae et
nutritivae partis; quaedam vero non sunt actus alicuius parties corporis, ut intellectus et
voluntas.”

50 Probably the first to oppose Aquinas’s position explicitly was William de la Mare,
although he does so only on the basis of appeals to Augustine’s and to Avicenna’s authority.
See Correctorium “Quare,” no. 110 (Glorieux, ed., 336-38).

51 One factor, as I suggested above, may have been that many accepted a plurality of
substantial forms in living things, which made a distinction between the soul and its powers
redundant. A drive toward theoretical parsimony was a factor in the decisions of Henry of
Ghent, Duns Scotus, William of Ockham, Buridan, and others to eliminate powers distinct
from souls and to reduce the number of substantial forms in living things. Another factor may
have been that many of Aquinas’s successors had a different understanding of the relationship
between esse and essentia in creatures than Aquinas did, on account of which they rejected
Alexander of Hales’s analogy argument.

of soul and body, whereas others are immaterial, proper to the
soul alone.49 Again, because of these divergent attributes the
powers themselves cannot be identical to one and the same soul.

Like many of his views, Aquinas’s distinction thesis faced harsh
scrutiny immediately after his death.50 Most of his successors
found his arguments on its behalf unimpressive. This was likely
for a variety of reasons.51 One important contributing factor,
however, was that many were convinced by an argument issued by
one of Aquinas’s earliest and sharpest critics, Henry of Ghent,
against the need to posit faculties as intermediaries between the
soul and its operations. The following section treats this argument
and some of the late-thirteenth and early-fourteenth-century views
it influenced.

III. FROM HENRY OF GHENT TO JOHN BURIDAN

Unlike many of his contemporaries, Henry never agreed with
the arguments in favor of a plurality of substantial forms
canvassed above. He thought it clear that diverse operations could
proceed from one and the same subject, and invoked the principle
of parsimony later known as Ockham’s razor against the views of
his pluralist contemporaries:

But that it is necessary to posit a plurality of forms in one and the same thing
from the plurality of its acts has no efficacy, for every operation attributed to the
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52 Henry of Ghent, Quodlibet 4.13: “Quod vero nituntur arguere pluralitatem formarum
in eodem ex pluralitate actuum formae nullam habet efficaciam. Omnem eum operationem
attribuendam composito per plures formas eque convenienter possumus ponere per unam
simplicem etiam in homine. . . . Quod autem potest fieri per unum natura nunquam agit per
plura, quia nihil agit frustra. . . . Sed in hoc erant decepti: putantes quod diversitas actuum non
esset nisi ex diversitate formarum” (M. Henrici Goethals a Gandavo, Aurea Quodlibeta, ed.
M. Zuccolius [Venice: Jacobus de Franciscis, 1613], 164ra). Henry’s position on the
unicity/plurality question has been called “human dymorphism,” since he held that in the case
of human beings, but of no other substances, it is necessary to posit two substantial forms. In
addition to a rational soul there is also a forma mixti responsible for shaping our flesh and
bones such that they look the way they do. See ibid., 167va, and 164vb, where he makes clear
that this applies only in the case of human beings. He offers both philosophical (167r–v) and
theological (168r–169r) reasons why humans must have two substantial forms. For more on
Henry’s view see Gordon Wilson, “Thomas Aquinas and Henry of Ghent on the Succession
of Substantial Forms and the Origin of Human Life,” Proceedings of the American Catholic

Philosophical Association 63 (1990): 117-31; and Armand Maurer, “Henry of Ghent and the
Unity of Man,” Mediaeval Studies 10 (1948): 1-21.

53 Henry of Ghent, Quodlibet 3.14 (Zuccolius, ed., 109ra). Henry also points out that the
sensitive powers are distinguished from one another—again, in name only—on account of the
different organs to which they are bound (ibid., 110ra). Elsewhere he says that the soul’s
faculties are distinct “solus secundum gradus intententionem” (ibid., 109rb), which may
indicate that he thinks there is an intentional distinction (rather than just a nominal
distinction) between one power and another, as King (“The Inner Cathedral,” 267) claims. On
Henry’s intentional distinction see R. Macken, “Les diverse applications de la distinction
intentionelle chez Henri de Gand,” Sprache und Erkenntnis im Mittelalter, ed. Jan P.
Peckmann et al., Miscellanea Mediaevalia 13 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1981), 2:769-76; and
Roland J. Teske, “Distinctions in the Metaphysics of Henry of Ghent,” Traditio 61 (2006):
227-45.

composite through many forms can be just as easily posited through one simple
[form] in man. . . . But nature never does through many things what it is possible
to do through one, since it does nothing in vain. . . . They were deceived in
supposing that diverse activities could only proceed from a diversity of forms.52

Henry applies the principle that diverse operations can proceed
from one and the same form to the case of the soul and its powers
in Quodlibet 3, article 14. It is no more necessary to posit a
multiplicity of faculties diverse from the soul itself, he thinks, than
it is to posit a diversity of substantial forms. At root, the powers
of the soul are nothing but the simple substance of the soul itself.
Henry agrees with William of Auvergne, however, that we
distinguish between the powers and give them different names on
account of the variety of their acts and objects.53
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54 Henry of Ghent, Quodlibet 3.14 (Zuccolius, ed., 109va): “Est quaedam potentia, quae
ex se sufficienter & perfecte sine omni exteriori adminiculo procedit in actum suum. Alia vero
est potentia, quae non procedit ad actum ex se sine alio adminiculo.”

55 Ibid. (Zuccolius, ed., 110ra).
56 Ibid. (Zuccolius, ed., 109r): “Operari autem creature omnino accidentale est ei, quia hoc

non convenit ei nisi omnino accidentaliter, & est accidens ei differens re ab ipsa essentia, &
ideo potentia creaturae.”

57 On Henry’s view of the relationship between being and essence see John F. Wippel,
“Essence and Existence,” The Cambridge History of Later Medieval Philosophy, ed. Norman
Kretzmann, Anthony Kenny, and Jan Pinborg (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1982), 395-410 at 403-4; Jean Paulus, Henri de Gand (Paris: J. Vrin, 1938), chap. 5; Macken,
“Les diverse applications”; and Teske, “Distinctions.”

58 Henry of Ghent, Quodlibet 3.14 (Zuccolius, ed., 109r). Henry would presumably
respond to Aquinas’s charge that a soul identical to its powers would always be operating (see
n. 46 above) along related lines. It is true that God, who is identical to his power, is always
operating. But since creaturely powers require external assistance of various sorts to proceed
into their operations, creatures can only operate when such assistance is forthcoming. For
instance, for my visual power to operate I require properly disposed organs, i.e., a healthy pair

As for Alexander of Hales’s argument against identifying the
soul’s powers with its essence, Henry rejects the analogy on which
it is based. We must distinguish, he argues, between the sort of
power that “proceeds into its act by itself sufficiently and perfectly
without any exterior aid,” and the sorts of powers which “do not
proceed to their act without some aid.”54 Only God has the first
sort of power, for only God can carry out his immanent and
transitive operations without assistance from anything else.
Creaturely powers, on the other hand, require various sorts of
adminiculum exteriorem for their operations. For instance, to
perform a transitive operation, a creature must have some subject
on which to act. Likewise, we require intelligible species to
perform intellectual operations. Certain other powers are bound
(alligatae) to bodily organs which function as their instruments.55

Because all creaturely operations require external aid of one or
more of these sorts to take place, they are accidents, and differ
from the essence or powers of the creature itself as one thing from
another.56 But this cannot be taken as a description of the
relationship between a creature’s being and essence. They are
much more intimately related than this; they certainly do not
differ as one thing from another.57 Therefore Alexander’s analogy
cannot be applied to creatures; it holds true of God alone.58
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of eyes, the presence of a colored object, adequate lighting, etc. If some of this external
assistance is lacking—for instance, if my eyes are closed—I will not see. Otherwise, though,
Aquinas is quite correct that my soul, since it is identical to its powers, is always “switched on”
and performing whatever operations it has the requisite external assistance to carry out.

59 Ibid. (Zuccolius, ed., 108ra): “Nevertheless, it is necessary to posit that some created
nature has from its own essence a certain power of acting on another. For example, when a
fire generates heat by heat, as by its power of heating, there is not another essence of heat
itself, which is a passible quality and  other than the power itself; rather that essence of heat
is the power of heating itself in the fire, not something naturally added to it. Otherwise there
would be an infinite regress, unless there were something by which something acts which is
that power [to act] itself in its essence. Since if that power were not the essence itself of the
thing, it would be a thing added to it, and about that additional thing there would be the same
question, whether it is the power by which something is able to act; and if it were denied, the
same question would proceed into infinity, as is clear" (“Quod tamen aliqua natura creata sit
ex sua essentia potentia aliquid agendi in alio, necessarium est ponere. Verbi gratia. Cum ignis
calefacit calore; ut potentia calefaciendi, ibi non est aliud essentia ipsius caloris, quae est
passibilis qualitatis, & aliud ipsa potentia, immo ipsa essentia caloris est ipsa potentia
calefaciendi in igne, non aliquid additum ei naturaliter, aliter enim esset abire in infinitum, nisi
esset stare in aliquo quo aliud agit, quod in essentia sua est ipsa potentia. Quia si potentia non
esset re essentia ipsa, esset re aliquid additum ei. Et de illa re esset quaestio eadem, utrum esset
potentia, qua aliud ageret; quod si negaretur, quaestio illa procederet in infinitum, ut patet”).

In fact, Henry argues, we must suppose that created substances
are capable of carrying out their actions and undergoing their
passions without any intermediaries in a category of accident. If
a substance could only cause effects in the category of accident
through some accidental intermediary, then what would cause the
intermediary power itself? Either a substance or an accident. If an
accident, though, then what would be its cause? If a substance,
then the same questions would apply to whatever intermediary
power enabled it to do so. At pain of an infinite regress, clearly,
we must suppose that substances are capable of causing and
receiving accidents on their own steam. But in that case the soul
must be identical to some of its powers. Why then couldn’t the
soul carry out all of its operations without any accidental
intermediaries? Aquinas had argued that diverse accidental
operations can only proceed from diverse accidental powers.
Henry points out that diverse accidents must proceed from the
soul itself at some level, and proposes that we cut out faculties as
unnecessary middlemen between the soul and its operations.59

To many of Henry’s contemporaries this infinite-regress
argument appeared to undercut much of Aquinas’s reasoning on



ADAM WOOD606

60 Thomas of Sutton, Quodlibet 3.7; Quaestiones ordinariae, 4 and 20.
61 See Thomas of Sutton, Quodlibet 3.7: "But it should be noted that there is one position

on which a substance in act is the immediate passive principle as any of its perfections, namely
as an inseparable proper passion. And this prove this in the following way. Take some proper
accident a belonging to some substance. They then ask whether the substance is the immediate
principle of a itself or not. If it is, then they have their conclusion. If not, therefore there is
some accident receptive of a itself, which is the immediate principle of a itself. And then they
ask the same question about this [second] accident and they call it b: is the substance the
immediate principle of b itself, or not? If it is, then again they have their conclusion. And if
not, there will have to be a third accident c, and either the questioning will proceed into
infinity or there will be some accident that is in the substance immediately. And so the
substance will be the immediate passive principle with respect to that accident" (“Sed
advertendum est quod quoramdam positio est quod substantia in actu est immediatum
principium passivum alicuius suae perfectionis, ut scilicet propriae passionis inseparabilis. Et
hoc sic probant: sic proprium accidens substantiae a, tunc quaerunt, aut substantia est
immediatum principium ipsius a aut non. Si sic, habetur propositum. Si non, ergo est aliquod
accidens susceptivum ipsius a, quod est immediatum principium ipsius a. Et tunc est quaestio
de illo accidente et vocetur b, utrum substantia sit immediatum principium passivum ipsius b
aut non. Et si sic, habetur propositum. Et si non, erit dare tertium accidens ut c, et vel erit
procedere in infinitum vel devenietur ad aliquod accidens quod immediate inest substantiae.
Et ita substantia erit immediatum principium passivum respectu illius”) (Thomas von Sutton,

Quodlibeta, ed. Michael Schmaus [Munich: Verlag der Bayerischen Akademie der
Wissenschaften, 1969], 386).

behalf of the distinction thesis. Before I describe its influence,
however, it is worth pointing out that it is not altogether clear
whether the argument is successful. Aquinas’s English Dominican
supporter Thomas of Sutton considers it at length in three
separate questions.60 In his Quodlibet 3, article 7, for instance, he
argues that no substance is the immediate principle of its own
operation. Some have claimed, he says, that substances must be
the immediate principle of some of their perfections, and he
produces reasoning much like Henry’s in support of this claim.61

Sutton, however, does not think that Henry’s reasoning provides
him the conclusion he wants. He writes:

Without doubt . . . a substance is the immediate subject of some accident, so that
it is not the subject of that [accident] by the mediation of some other accident.
And this must be conceded. But this is not to concede that the substance is an
immediate passive principle, since “immediate passive principle” means nothing
but “passive power,” which is a principle of transmutation by something into
something else, and which is immediately receptive of a separable transmutation,
and which is related to contradictories, as is said in Metaphysics 9. But such a
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62 Ibid. (Schmaus, ed., 386-87): “Et sine dubio ista ratio necessario concludit quod
substantia est immediatum subiectum alicuius accidentis, ita quod non subiicitur illi mediante
aliquo alio accidente. Et hoc concedendum est. Sed hoc concedere non est concedere
substantiam esse immediatum principium passivum, quia principium immediatum passivum
non dicitur aliquid nisi potentia passiva, quae est principium transmutationis ab alio in
quantum aliud, quae scilicet est immediatum susceptivum transmutationis separabilis, quae
scilicet potentia se habet ad contradictoria, ut dicitur IX Metaphysicae. Tale autem principium
non potest poni respectu propriae passionis alicuius substantiae. Substantia enim non
transmutatur ab alio ad suam propriam passionem inseparabilem. Et ideo non potest substantia
dici potentia passiva respectu talis accidentis nec immediatum principium passivum illius, sed
potest dici immediatum susceptivum illius. Sed hoc non est contra hoc, quod dictum est quod
substantia non est immediatum principium suae operationis.”

principle cannot be posited with respect to the proper passion of any substance.
For a substance is not transmuted by something into its own proper inseparable
passion. And therefore a substance cannot be called a passive power with respect
to such accidents, nor [can it be called] their immediate passive principle, but it
can be called immediately receptive of them. But this is not against the thesis that
a substance is not the immediate principle of its operation.62

Sutton is happy to concede that substances must be immediately
receptive of their proper inseparable accidents—what Albert,
Aquinas, and others had called proprietates. What he denies is that
a substance’s receptivity of such accidents should be called a
passive power. A passive power is a capacity for receiving
contraries, such as the visual power’s capacity for receiving white
and black, or the tactile power’s capacity for receiving hot and
cold. But in receiving its proper accidents a substance is not
transmuted by an external agent into something else, nor do the
powers of the soul have contraries. Even if substances are
immediately receptive of the faculties by which they operate, this
does not mean they can be the immediate principle of the
operations themselves.

Aquinas himself had made a similar point toward the end of his
treatise De ente et essentia, where he distinguishes between
accidents that require the presence and cooperation of something
external to their subject to come about and those that do not. He
explains the distinction like this:

Accidents sometimes are caused by the essential principles in perfect actuality,
as heat in fire, which is always actually hot, but sometimes they are caused only
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63 Aquinas, De ente et essentia 6 (Leonine ed., 43:381): “Sciendum etiam est quod
accidentia aliquando ex principiis essentialibus causantur secundum actum perfectum, sicut
calor in igne qui semper est actu calidus; aliquando uero secundum aptitudinem tantum, sed
complementum accidit ex agente exteriori, sicut dyaphaneitas in aere, que completur per
corpus lucidum exterius; et in talibus aptitudo est accidens inseparabile, sed complementum,
quod advenit ex aliquo principio quod est extra essentiam rei, uel quod non intrat
constitutionem rei, est separabile, sicut moueri et huiusmodi.”

64 I say that the soul’s powers flow from its essential principles “in normal cases” because
this may be true only by natural necessity. The normal workings of nature might be suspended
in various ways. It is in some sense “unnatural” when, by disease or other misfortune, one of
my powers never develops. It would perhaps be “supernatural” if God (or a radioactive spider)
were to grant me a “super-power” that I could never develop naturally. But Aquinas does deny
that we could make any sense of the notion of a completely powerless soul. He writes,
“although we can understand what the soul is without reference to [its] powers, it is
impossible that the soul should exist without them, or that it should be understood as so
existing” (Q. D. De anima, a. 12, ad 7 [Leonine ed., 24/1:111]). Could God bring about a
completely powerless soul by his absolute power? Sutton considers the possibility and rejects
it: “It would seem to imply a contradiction for a substance to exist without any accidents, as
it would for a man not to be risible. For a substance cannot exist without its proper passion,
just as a triangle cannot exist of which the three interior angles are not equal to two right
angles. And similarly it would seem to imply a contradiction that a soul exist without its
powers, and so this is not something that even God could bring about" (“quod substantiam
esse sine omni accidente includere videtur contradictionem, ut quod sit homo, qui non sit
risibilis. Substantia enim non potest esse <sine> propria passione, sicut non potest esse
triangulus cuius tres anguli non sunt duo recti per aequipollentiam. Et similiter videtur
includere contradictionem quod anima sit sine suis potentiis, et non est tunc factibile a deo”)
(Quaest. ord. 20, ad 6, [Thomas de Sutton, Quaestiones ordinariae, ed. Johannes Schneider
(Munich: Verlag der Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1977), 565]). Clearly a soul

as a certain capacity, which is completed by an external agent, like the
transparency of the air, which is completed by an external shining body; and in
the case of such accidents, the capacity itself is an inseparable accident, but its
completion, which comes from an external principle that is outside the essence
of the thing or does not enter into the constitution of the thing, is separable,
such as motion and the like.63

There is good reason to believe that the all the operations living
things engage in are among the latter kind of accident in this
distinction, requiring completion by an external agent. Cognitive
operations require objects to cognize, nutrition requires a food
source, and so on. A living thing’s vital capacities, however, do
not require completion by an external agent. Instead, in normal
cases, they are caused by the same “essential principles” that bring
about the organism itself.64 Or as Aquinas puts it, they “flow from
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can exist without one or another of its powers, but Sutton thinks the notions of ensoulment
and of having some powers cannot be separated without a contradiction. In response to a
different objection, he says much the same about the possibility of faculties existing apart from
the soul: "It cannot be brought about that the powers of the soul should remain separated
from the soul, just as it cannot be brought about that risibility should be separated from a man
and remain per se, so that a man would be nonrisible, or that a thing having three interior
angles equal to two right angles would be a nontriangle. Such a proprium cannot be
understood to exist apart from a subject without repugnance to the intellect" (“non est factibile
quod potentiae animae . . . maneant separatae ab anima, sicut non est factibile quod risibilitas
separetur ad homine et maneat per se, ita quod risibile non sit homo, vel quod habens tres
angulos aequales duobus rectis non sit triangulus. Tale proprium non potest intelligi esse sine
subiecto sine repugnantia intellectium”) (Quaest. ord. 4, ad 19 [Schneider, ed., 135]). Given
the popularity of thought experiments involving God’s ability to separate any two really
distinct items in the wake of the condemnations of 1277, many of Sutton’s contemporaries
would have likely rejected this assessment. See Edward Grant, “The Effect of the
Condemnations of 1277” (Kretzmann, Kenny, and Pinborg, eds., The Cambridge History of

Later Medieval Philosophy, 537-39), for a discussion of these thought experiments.
65 STh I, q. 77, a. 6 (Leonine ed., 5:246): “omnes potentiae animae, sive subiectum earum

sit anima sola, sive composita, fluunt ab essentia animae sicut a principio.”
66 In addition to Thomas of Sutton, the Dominicans Robert of Orford and Hervaeus

Natalis both defended Aquinas’s position on the soul and its powers. See Francis E. Kelley,
“Two Early English Thomists: Robert of Orford and Thomas of Sutton vs. Henry of Ghent,”
The Thomist 45 (1981): 345-87 at 371-80 for Orford (along with more on Sutton); and
Hervaeus Natalis, Sent. 1.3.4 (In quatuor libros Sententiarum commentaria [Paris, 1647; repr.
Westmead, U.K.: Gregg, 1966], 38). Giles of Rome argues that there is a real distinction
between the soul and its powers in Quodlibet 3.10 (Louvain: Hieronymus Nempaeus, 1646);
and Godfrey of Fontaines defends a view like Aquinas’s in Quodlibeta 2.4, 6.4, and 8.2 (ed.
M. De Wulf, A. Pelzer, J. Hoffmans et al., Les Philosophes Belges: Textes & Études, 2-4
[Louvain: Institut Supérieur de Philosophie de l’Université, 1904, 1914, and 1924], 2:80-85;
3:114-22; and 4:18-33). See John F. Wippel, The Metaphysical Thought of Godfrey of

Fontaines (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1981), 176-208 for
a useful discussion of Godfrey’s view in relation to Aquinas, Henry of Ghent, and others.

the essence of the soul as their principle.”65 Since the same cannot
be said of the soul’s operations, these may still depend on faculties
distinct from the soul itself.

It may be that Aquinas and Sutton could successfully defend
the distinction thesis against Henry’s infinite regress objection
along these lines. Be that as it may, apart from some of Aquinas’s
fellow Dominicans and a few others generally sympathetic to his
metaphysics, just about everyone appears to have been convinced
by reasoning like Henry’s that the soul must be identical to some
of its powers (and if to some of them, why not to all of them?).66

Richard of Mediavilla, Peter John Olivi, John Duns Scotus,
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67 See Richard of Mediavilla In Sent. 1.4.2.1 (Super quatuor libros Sententiarum [Brescia,
1591; repr. Frankfurt am Main: Minerva, 1963], 1:52); Olivi, II Sent., 54 (Jansen, ed., 2:230-
83); John Duns Scotus, Ordinatio 2.16 (L. Wadding, ed., R. P. F. Ioannis Duns Scoti Opera

Omnia [Lyon: Sumptibus Laurentii Durand, 1639], 6:760-81); William of Ockham,
Reportatio 2.20 (in Opera theologica, ed. G. Gal et al. [St. Bonaventure, N.Y.: Franciscan
Institute, 1967–], 5:425-47); and Buridan, Quaestiones in De anima 2.5. I should note the
text I am citing as Scotus, Ord. 2.16, is not included in the critical edition of the Ordinatio

because it is part of the Additiones magnae compiled by William of Alnwick. As Thomas
Williams writes, however, “there is overwhelming evidence that the Additiones represent the
teaching of Scotus himself” (“Introduction,” The Cambridge Companion to Duns Scotus, ed.
Thomas Williams [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003], 1-14 at 12). My thanks
to Giorgio Pini for pointing this out to me.

68 To list just a few central disagreements between these four, Olivi and Mediavilla posit
distinct substantial forms for each distinct generic or specific perfection, whereas Ockham and
Scotus agree that one and the same substantial form is responsible for both vegetative and
sensitive functions. Olivi, unlike all the others, denies that the rational soul is the form of the
human body (a view that was later condemned at the council of Vienne, in 1312), whereas
Mediavilla and Scotus both think this can be proven by reason, and Ockham thinks it must be
taken on faith.

69 See Scotus, Ord. 4.44.1 (Wadding, ed., 10:98); and Ockham, Rep. 3.4 (Opera theologica

6:130-48).

William of Ockham, John Buridan, and others all invoke versions
of Henry’s reasoning in their defenses of the identity thesis.67

They agree that Aquinas must be wrong, and that an organism’s
faculties must be identical to its soul, despite disagreeing about
how many souls a given organism has, what these souls are like,
what can be known about them, and so on.68

Scotus and Ockham both agree with Henry of Ghent that
essentially diverse activities can proceed from one and the same
principle. They employ this thesis to reduce the number of
substantial forms necessary to posit in a given organism, since,
unlike Olivi and Mediavilla, they think the vegetative and
sensitive souls are really identical.69 They also use it in support of
the identity thesis. Scotus, for instance, writes, “it is not necessary
that a plurality of effects shows there to be a plurality of causes,
for plurality can proceed from one unlimited thing,” then argues
that since nature never does with more principles what it could do
with fewer, we should deny that the powers of the soul are really
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70 Scotus, Ord. 2.16 (Wadding, ed., 6:770): “Dico igitur quod potest susteneri quod
essentia animae indistincta re & ratione, est principium plurium actionum, sine diversitate
reali potentiarum .... Nam non est necesse quod pluralitas in effectu, realis, arguat pluralitatem
in causa: pluralitas enim ab uno illimitato procedere potest.” He brings up the parsimony of
nature slightly earlier in the text.

71 Ockham, Rep. 2.20 (Opera theologica 5:436-37).
72 Scotus, Ord. 2.16 (Wadding, ed., 6:772-73). See Allan B. Wolter, The Philosophical

Theology of John Duns Scotus, ed. Marilyn McCord Adams (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University
Press, 1990), chap. 1 for a detailed discussion of Scotus’s formal distinction.

73 Ockham, Rep. 2.20 (Opera theologica 5:434-35). See Marily McCord Adams, William

of Ockham, 2 vols. (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1987), 1:46-52 for
more on Ockham’s reasons for rejecting formal distinctions in his metaphysics.

74 Ockham, Quodlibet 2.10 (Opera theologica 9:156-61).

distinct from it or from one another.70 Ockham makes the same
point in much the same words.71

Though Scotus and Ockham agree that the soul is really
identical to its powers, they nonetheless disagree about the way in
which soul and powers are distinct. Scotus argues that there is a
formal distinction between the soul and its powers.72 Ockham
rejects this conclusion, instead agreeing with William of Auvergne
that our various faculties are distinct only in name.73 At least,
Ockham says this about our rational faculties of intellect and will,
on the one hand, and any of our sensitive and vegetative faculties,
on the other. He denies, however, that a rational faculty and any
given sensitive or vegetative faculty are identical.74 This is because
Ockham thinks humans have two souls: one responsible for all of
our nonrational functions, the other responsible for understanding
and will. He gives several reasons for holding this view, all of
which, interestingly, were employed earlier by Aquinas in support
of the distinction thesis. He is impressed both by the fact that
certain of our faculties can oppose one another and by the fact
that some of our faculties, though not others, are extended with
the extension of matter. He writes that:

It is impossible that contraries should exist in the same subject at the same time.
But an act of desiring something and an act of rejecting it are contraries, so if
they both exist at the same time, they are not in the same subject. But it is clear
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75 Ibid. (Opera theologica 9:157): “impossibile est quod in eodem subiecto sint simul
contraria; sed actus appetendi aliquid et actus renuendi idem in eodem subiecto sunt contraria;
igitur si sint simul in rerum natura, non sunt in eodem subiecto; sed manifestum est quod sunt
simul in homine, quia illud idem quod homo appetit per appetitum sensitivum, renuit per
appetitum intellectivum.”

76 Ibid. (Opera theologica 9:159): “eadem forma numero non est extensa et non extensa,
materialis et immaterialis; sed anima sensitiva in homine est extensa et materialis, anima
intellectiva non, quia est tota in toto et tota in qualibet parte; igitur, etc.”

77 Ibid. (Opera theologica 9:157): “difficile est probare, quia ex propositionibus per se notis
probari non potest”; see Ockham, Rep. 2.20 (Opera theologica 5:444-45) for Ockham’s rule
of thumb.

78 See Ockham, Rep. 2.20 and 3.4.

that they are both in a man, since the same thing a man desires with his sensitive
appetite, he also rejects with his intellective appetite.75

And a little later in the same question:

What is numerically the same form cannot be both extended and nonextended,
both material and immaterial. But in a human being the sensitive soul is extended
and material, whereas the intellective soul is not, since it exists as a whole in the
whole [body] and as a whole in each part.76

The conclusion Ockham draws from these arguments is not, as
Aquinas had supposed, that the sensitive and intellective powers
are accidental forms really distinct from the soul itself, but rather
that the sensitive and intellective souls, each identical to its
respective powers, are really distinct from one another. He says
this conclusion is “difficult to prove, since it cannot be proved
from propositions that are known per se,” but he thinks he can
establish as a general rule of thumb that distinct powers are
needed only when, all other things being equal, two distinct
simultaneous acts can be directed at the same object.77 Clearly this
can be the case with respect to sensitive and intellective appetite,
so these powers are distinct. But since it cannot be the case with
respect to intellect and will, or sight and hearing, these powers are
really identical to one another.78

Ockham’s view seems to have occasioned considerable debate.
At Oxford Robert Holcot supported it, but Walter Chatton
rejected his distinction between sensitive and intellective souls,
and William Crathorn went so far as to deny any distinction
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79 Heinrich Schepers describes Holkot’s views in “Holkot contra dicta Crathorn II,”
Philosophisches Jahrbuch 79 (1972): 106-36 at 108-13. Chatton argues against Ockham’s
distinction between the sensitive and intellective souls in q. 2, a. 4 of the prologue to his
Reportatio (ed. Joseph Wey [Toronto: PIMS, 1989], 105–17). On Chatton in relation to
Ockham see Henrik Lagerlund, “John Buridan and the Problems of Dualism in the Early
Fourteenth Century,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 42 (2004): 369-87 at 373-78. For
Crathorn’s view see Quaestiones super librum Sententiarum 1.1 (F. Hoffman, ed., Quästionen

zum ersten sentenzenbuch, Beiträge zur Geschichte der Philosophie und Theologie des
Mittelalters, n.f. 29 [Munster: Aschendorff, 1988], 74-97).

80 See no. 1147 in Denifle and Chatelain, eds., Chartularium universitatis parisiensis 2:610-
13.

81 See Gregory of Rimini, Lectura 2.16/17.2-3 (A. Damasus Trapp et al., eds., Gregorii

Ariminensis OESA Lectura super primum et secundum Sententiarum, Spätmittelalter und
Reformation Texte und Untersuchungen, 10 [Berlin: De Gruyter, 1979-84], 5:331-73).
Gregory directs his defense of the unicity thesis principally against Ockham, and his defense
of the identity thesis against Aquinas and Scotus. The version of the identity thesis Gregory
says he prefers is attributed to Adam of Wodeham in the margin of the 1522 edition of his
Lectura (Venice; repr. Paderborn: F. Schöningh, 1955), 88B. It is likely that Gregory of
Rimini adopted his view under Chatton’s and Wodeham’s influence during his time in Italy
and introduced it at Paris. On Gregory’s biography and influence see Christoph Schabel,
“Gregory of Rimini,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philsophy (2007), online at
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/gregory-rimini/; on his psychology see Gordon Leff, Gregory

of Rimini (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1961), 159-65. See Buridan, Quaestiones

in De anima 2.4 and 3.17 for his defense of the unicity thesis, and 2.5 for his defense of
identity thesis.

82 Thanks largely to a series of articles by Jack Zupko, many of which were incorporated
into the second half of John Buridan: Portrait of a Fourteenth-Century Arts Master (Notre
Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2003).

between souls and their operations.79 At Paris John Mirecourt
appears to have adopted a view like Crathorn’s, and was
condemned for doing so.80 Gregory of Rimini and John Buridan
agreed with Chatton that the sensitive and intellective souls are
identical.81 They argue for both the unicity of substantial forms
and the identity of the soul with its powers, taking parsimony to
an extreme exceeded only by Crathorn’s and Mirecourt’s radical
position.

Because the position of Rimini and Buridan became extremely
influential throughout the fourteenth century and beyond, I will
make it my focus in the rest of this article. And because Buridan’s
version of the view is more thoroughly developed and better
attested in the secondary literature82 than Rimini’s, I will address
it in particular—especially in light of the question whether it is
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83 Buridan, Quaestiones in De anima 2.5. References to Buridan’s questions on De anima

2 are to a draft of Peter Sobol’s edition, “John Buridan on the Soul and Sensation” (Ph.D.
dissertation, Indiana University, 1984), revised for inclusion in the critical edition of Buridan’s
question-commentary on De anima currently under preparation by a team of scholars headed
by Gyula Klima. References to Buridan’s questions on De anima 3 (with page numbers in
parentheses) are to Jack Zupko’s edition, “John Buridan’s Philosophy of Mind: An Edition
and Translation of His ‘Questions on Aristotle’s De anima’ (Third Redaction), with
Commentary and Critical and Interpretative Essays,” (Ph.D. dissertation, Cornell University,
1989).

84 Buridan, Quaestiones in De anima 2.5: “Et tunc est dubitatio utrum sit bene dictum
quod in homine sint plures potentie anime. Et ego credo quod non . . . loquendo de
proprietate sermonis. Non enim oportet quod si aliquis sit pater multorum quod ipse sit
patres; et si est aliquid diversum a multis non propter hoc ipsum est multe diversitates.”

85 See Buridan, Quaestiones in Aristotelis Metaphysicam 4.8 (Paris, 1518; repr., Frankfurt-
am-Main: Minerva, 1964), 18v-19r.

86 Buridan, Quaestiones in De anima 2.5: "Likewise, if a power were an accident of the
soul, the soul would be in potency to it, since a subject is in potency to all of its accidents.
Therefore either it would be in potency to that power in and of itself, and then, by parity of
reasoning, we might have said the same from the start, or it is in potency to that power
through another power, and then we would proceed into infinity, which is ridiculous" (“Item
si potentia esset accidens anime, anima esset in potentia ad eam, quia subiectum est in potentia
ad omnia sua accidentia. Ergo vel seipsa esset in potentia ad istam potentiam et tunc, pari
ratione, poteramus ita dicere a principio, vel est in potentia ad ipsam potentiam per aliam

capable of dealing with Aquinas’s objections against the identity
thesis.

In his treatment of the question “whether the powers of the
soul are distinct from the soul itself” Buridan agrees with William
of Auvergne, Henry of Ghent, and Ockham that the soul’s powers
are distinct in name because they connote relations to distinct
operations.83 Absolutely speaking, however, the soul does not
have multiple powers any more than a father of several children
is several fathers.84 Of the arguments Aquinas gives in support of
the distinction thesis, Buridan makes no mention of Alexander of
Hales’s analogy between esse and essentia, power and operation.
This may be because Buridan argues elsewhere that existence and
essence are identical, and hence would dismiss the analogy out of
hand just as Henry did.85 Nor does Buridan mention Aquinas’s
claim that diverse accidental operations must proceed from
diverse accidental powers, presumably because he endorses
Henry’s infinite-regress argument against the need for
intermediaries between the soul and its vital activities.86 Buridan
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potentiam, et sic procederetur in infinitum, quod est inconveniens”).
87 Ibid. It is true, he says, that the judgment of the senses is often mistaken, as when it

judges the sun to be two feet across. But the soul cannot judge the sun to be both two feet
across and enormously large at the same time, or that the same thing should be pursued and
fled. Nor can a man simultaneously have contrary judgments and inclinations, though he may
be swayed by sensible appetite at one moment, and by the judgment of reason at another.

88 Ibid.: “Tertio, quia ubi una non est, ibi altera est, ut in oculo est visiva et non in pede vel
in aure.”

does, however, address each of Aquinas’s arguments that are
based on the fact that some of our vital capacities have different
or opposite attributes from others. He quickly dispatches the first
objection that had impressed Ockham, the one involving
simultaneous contrary desires, by simply denying that the senses
can oppose the intellect in this way. In fact, he thinks, the
inability of the soul’s powers to oppose one another serves as
further proof of their unity.87 Buridan takes seriously, however,
Aquinas’s arguments based on the diverse locations of the powers
in the body, and the materiality of some powers versus the
immateriality of others. His responses to these objections are
treated in the two sections that follow. In neither case are his
responses entirely satisfactory, leaving his identity theory with a
lingering soul-body problem in the first case, and a mind-soul
problem in the second.

IV. BURIDAN’S IDENTITY THESIS AND THE LOCATION OF THE

FACULTIES IN THE BODY

In the fifth question of his commentary on De anima 2,
Buridan encounters the following reason for distinguishing the
soul from its faculties: “where one is not [located], there another
is [located], as vision is in the eye and not in the foot or the
ear.”88 The unstated major premise is that if our various capacities
have diverse locations, then they cannot be identical to one
another or to the soul itself. Buridan accepts the validity of this
inference. But by drawing a distinction between the principal and
instrumental powers of the soul, he denies the antecedent with
respect to the former sort of powers and accepts the argument’s
conclusion with respect to the latter.
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89 Ibid.: “Dicendum est breviter quod omnis anima est potentia, quia omne principium
activum vel passivum alicuius motus vel operationis est potentia activa vel passiva, activa si sit
principium activum et passiva si sit passivum operationis et passionum. Sed omnis anima est
principium sue operationis vel activum vel passivum, ut omnes concedunt.”

90 Ibid.: "According to an improper sense we concede that there are many powers of the
soul in a man. In this sense: the soul is able to exercise many diverse operations, and according
to concepts representative of these diverse operations diverse names are imposed on the soul
which we say differ according to reason. So we say that the intellective, sensitive, and
vegetative [powers] differ according to reason, since these names signify the same thing
according to diverse concepts" (“Secundum sensum improprium concedimus in homine esse
multas potentias anime ad istum sensum, quod anima est potens exercere multas diversas
operationes, et quod, secundum rationes diversas representativas ad istas operationes,
imponuntur sibi nomina diversa que dicimus differre secundum rationem. Sic dicimus
intellectum, sensitivum, et vegetativum differre secundum rationem, quia hec nomina
significant rem eandem secundum diversas rationes”).

Properly speaking, Buridan explains, the soul is its powers,
since every active and passive principle of motion or operation is
an active or passive power, and the soul is clearly a principle of its
operations in some sense.89 We are said to have multiple faculties
only in an improper sense, insofar as our terms for them connote
multiple diverse operations.90 Still, he says, some powers of the
soul are really distinct from it and from one another. How can
this be? He elaborates:

In nutrition, natural heat and many dispositions of the soul or body cooperate
as instrumental agents which the soul uses for nutrition, just as a blacksmith uses
fire and a hammer. And likewise the sensitive soul uses sensible species and
certain dispositions of the organ in sensation. And even the intellect uses an
intelligible species to form a concept. Therefore those dispositions which the
soul uses for nutrition are its nutritive powers and differ from the nutritive soul.
And so too the dispositions for sensing are sensitive powers and differ from the
sensitive soul. And since the dispositions for nutrition and sensation are
different—indeed those for sight and hearing are different—it is clear that when
speaking about the instrumental powers, which are called powers of the soul
since they are its instruments, these differ from the soul and from one another.
And it is clear that this conclusion and the first are not opposed, for they are
subcontraries and are true at the same time. But the first conclusion was
understood with respect to the principal powers of the soul, namely the primary
principles by which its vital operations are carried out. This second conclusion,
however, is understood about the instrumental powers which the soul uses and
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91 Ibid.: “Modo ultra, licet anima sit principale activum nutritionis, tamen calor naturalis
et plures dispositiones anime vel corporis coagunt ad nutritionem tanquam agentia
instrumentalia quibus anima utitur ad agendum nutritionem, sicud faber igne et malleo. Et sic
anima sensitiva ad sentiendum utitur specie sensibili et certis dispositionibus organi. . . . Et
intellectus etiam utitur specie intelligibili ad formandum intellectionem. Iste ergo
dispositiones, quibus anima instrumentaliter utitur ad nutriendum, sunt potentie nutritive
istius, et differunt ab anima nutritiva. Et sic dispositiones ad sentiendum sunt potentie sensitive
instrumentales et different ab anima sensitiva. Et cum sint dispositiones alie ad nutriendum,
alie ad sentiendum—alie etiam ad videndum et alie ad audiendum—manifestum est quod,
loquendo de potentiis instrumentalibus que vocantur potentie anime quia sunt instrumenta
anime, ista differunt ab anima et ab invicem. Et sic manifestum est quod ista conclusio et
prima non repugnant. Sunt enim subcontrarie et simul vere. Sed prima conclusio intelligebatur
de potentiis anime principalibus, scilicet que sunt principia principalia quibus exercentur
operationes vitales. Hec autem conclusio secunda intelligitur de potentiis instrumentalibus
quibus anima utitur et indiget ad exercendum suas operationes. Totum ergo solvitur
distinguendo inter potentiam principalem et instrumentalem sive dispositivam.”

needs to exercise it operations. Therefore the whole [question] is solved by
distinguishing between the principal and instrumental or dispositive powers.91

So the principal powers of the soul are its powers properly
speaking. They are indeed identical to the soul itself and to one
another. The instrumental powers, on the other hand, comprise
the sensible and intelligible species, dispositions of bodily organs,
and whatever else the soul uses in order to carry out its
operations. These powers are distinct from the soul and from one
another.

Buridan employs this distinction between principal and
instrumental powers to deal with Aquinas’s claim that the diverse
locations of the soul’s faculties entail diversity amongst the
faculties themselves. He explains that while the instrumental
powers do indeed have diverse locations, the principal powers do
not. Instead, they are located uniformly wherever in the body the
soul is located. In brute animals, which have souls extended with
the extension of the body, the (principal) power of sight is no
more located in the eye than it is in the foot. The only reason a
horse cannot see with its hooves is that hoof-material is not the
correct instrumental power for vision.

It is to Buridan’s credit that he recognizes the need to account
for the diverse location of the soul’s powers in the body and
attempts to do so. Nevertheless, his determination to identify the
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92 This is the first objection Buridan considers in Quaestiones in De anima 2.7. Aquinas
considers it in STh I, q. 76, a. 8, obj. 3 (Leonine ed., 5:232), Q. D. De anima, a. 10, obj. 7
(Leonine ed., 24/1:88), and De spir. creat., a. 4, obj. 2 (Keeler, ed., 51).

93 Mediavilla, In Sent. 1.8.4.1 ad 6 (Brescia ed., 90); Olivi, II Sent., 49 ad 9 (Jansen, ed.,
2:21-22); Bonaventure, In Sent. 1.8.2.3 ad 1 (Opera omnia, 1:171).

94 Buridan, Quaestiones in De anima 2.7: “Sed tunc ego dicam quod si tu vis hanc
diffinitionem accipere tamquam propriam huic termino ‘animal,’ sive dicas eam esse
quidditativam diffinitionem vel dicentem quid nominis vel descriptio, necesse est ponere quod
pes est animal et quod cauda equi vel auris est animal, et sic de aliis partibus quantitativis equi,
quia cuilibet parti convenit ista diffinitio. Quelibet enim istarum partium est substantia
animata sensitiva, cum sit composita ex corpore et anima et non alia quam sensitiva.”

soul and its powers, absolutely speaking, leads him to some
awkward conclusions that Aquinas, with his distinction thesis, is
able to avoid.

When dealing with the question “whether the whole soul is in
every part of the body?” both Buridan and Aquinas consider the
following objection: if an animal’s soul were in every part of its
body, then every part of the body would be an animal.92 The
inference is good, according to the objector, since the definition
of “animal,” namely, “sensitive animated substance,” would apply
to every one of an animal’s parts (every part being composed of
matter and a sensitive soul). Bonaventure, Mediavilla, Olivi, and
others had all considered the same objection. While each had a
different way of dealing with it, all agreed with Aquinas that they
must somehow reject the inference.93 The whole soul is in every
part of the body, but to conclude that every part of an animal is
an animal would be absurd.

Buridan, curiously, thinks he has no choice but to swallow this
apparently absurd conclusion. He writes that:

If you want to accept [“sensitive animated substance”] as the proper definition
of the term “animal,” whether you call it a quidditative or a nominal definition
or description, then you must accept that the foot is an animal, and that the tail
or ear of a horse is an animal, and so on for the other quantitative parts of a
horse, since the definition applies to any part. For any of these parts is a sensitive
animated substance, since is is composed of a body and a soul, and none other
than a sensitive soul.94

Buridan explains that if “animal” is taken as an absolute term, it
functions as a mass noun in the same way as do “water” or “air.”
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95 Ibid.: "Likewise we do not posit that the sensitive soul of a horse is composed from
parts, namely, from substances of diverse natures, but from parts of the same nature, as is the
case with the form of air. But on account of the homogeneity of such homogenous things, the
parts receive the predications of the whole according to its quidditative predicates. For thus
any part of matter is matter, and any part of a form is a form, and any quantitative part of air
is air, and of water is water, and so on for the rest" (“Item non ponimus quod anima sensitiva
equi sit composita ex partibus, scilicet ex substantiis diversarum rationum, sed ex partibus
eiusdem rationis, sicud erat forma aeris. Sed propter homogenitatem in talibus homogeniis,
partes recipiunt predicationes totius quantum ad predicata quidditativa. Sic enim quelibet pars
materie est materia, quelibet pars forme est forma, quelibet pars quantitativa aeris est aer aque
aqua, et sic de aliis”).

96 Ibid.: “Si autem dicatur quod corpus animalis est organicum et eterogenium et
dissimilium partium quantitativarum, hoc ego concedam, hoc est, quantum ad dispositiones
accidentales additas substantie animalis.”

97 Ibid.: “Si dicamus quod animal sit precise constitutum substantialiter ex materia prima
et una forma substantiali que non sit partium substantialiter dissimilium et diversarum
rationum, tunc iste terminus ‘animal,’ si sit terminus vere substantialis, non significat nec
connotat huiusmodi organizationes. Ideo adhuc isti non obstant quin quelibet pars animalis
sit animal cum omnes partes animalis sint ad invicem eiusdem rationis, circumscripta
diversitate accidentium substantie additarum.”

98 Ibid.: “Si animal sit constitutum dicto modo ex materia et una anima partium eiusdem
rationis, tunc posito casu possibili per potentiam divinam quod Deus conservaret istam
constitutionem sub illa similitudine accidentium vel etiam sine accidentibus.”

Just as any part of air is air, and any part of water is water, so too
any part of an animal is an animal.95 If one were to point out that
the body of an animal is organic and heterogenous, and has
dissimilar quantitative parts, Buridan says he will concede this
with regard to “the accidental dispositions added to the substance
of the animal,” that is, presumably, its instrumental powers.96

Nevertheless, he maintains that

If we say that the animal is substantially constituted precisely from prime matter
and one substantial form which has no substantially dissimilar parts of diverse
natures, then the term “animal,” if it is truly a substantial term, does not signify
or connote such organic structures, and so they won’t prevent any part of an
animal from being an animal, since all the parts of an animal, apart from the
diversity of the accidents added to the substance, are of the same nature.97

As it turns out, all the particulars of an animal’s body—Brunellus’s
long legs, mane, glossy coat, and so on—are just accidental
dispositions, and God could preserve the same animal in existence
without them, or with entirely different dispositions.98 Or so
Buridan concludes.
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99 Ibid.: “Si hec nomina ‘animal,’ ‘equus,’ ‘asinus,’ et cetera non sint nomina vere
substantialia, sed connotativa, scilicet connotativa totalitatem, tunc non quelibet pars
quantitativa animalis vel equi est animal vel equus, nec pes equi est equus.”

100 Ibid.: “Videtur enim mihi quod causa in hoc [i.e., why it sounds unnatural to say that
any part of a horse is a horse] est quia vulgus et multi philosophorum putant membra animalis
esse substantialiter diversarum rationum, non solum quantum ad accidentia, et quod hoc
nomen ‘animal’ sit appropriate impositum ad supponendum pro composito ex partibus sic
dissimilium rationum, sicud esset de domo. Et si ita esset, tunc non quelibet pars animalis esset
animal, sicud nec quelibet pars domus esset domus.”

101 See Peter King, “John Buridan’s Solution to the Problem of Universals,” in The
Metaphysics and Natural Philosophy of John Buridan, ed. J. M. M. H. Thijssen and Jack
Zupko (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 1-28 for analysis of Buridan’s nominalism.

Recognizing, apparently, that this will be an odd-sounding
theory, Buridan is ready with a story about why we do not
ordinarily regard horse-hooves and pig-ears as animals. It is
because we do not typically use the term “animal” as an absolute
term. Instead, we typically use it as “connotative of totality,” that
is, as connoting a totality of animate stuff.99 He explains that he
means by “a total being” what is a being and is not part of another
being. So the term “animal” typically signifies a parcel of sensitive
animated substance while connoting that it is not part of another
such parcel. Why do we tend to use the term “animal” in this way,
when what we really mean is something more like “whole-
animal”? Buridan explains that “the common people and many
philosophers suppose that the members of animals are of
substantially diverse natures, not just accidentally, and suppose
that the name ‘animal’ is appropriately imposed to supposit for a
composite of such parts of dissimilar natures, just as ‘house’ is.”100

Although he does not do so, Buridan could presumably explain in
similar terms why we would not typically regard anything lacking
a horse’s bodily characteristics as a horse. It is because we
typically use the term horse as connotative of a parcel of horse-
substance arranged in a certain way. Absolutely speaking,
however, having such an arrangement is accidental to being a
horse.

There are likely many problems with this account, but I
confine myself to two. First, Buridan is a nominalist, and holds
that everything in extramental reality is individual.101 It is far from
clear, however, what an individual of air- or water-kind would be,
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102 Living things are, of course, Aristotle’s primary examples of individuals in the
Categories. If Buridan cannot appeal to humans or horses as examples of individuals, it is
unclear to me what he could appeal to.

103 Gyula Klima calls this “the principle of the substantial content of sensory information”
(“John Buridan on the Acquisition of Simple Substantial Concepts,” John Buridan and Beyond:
Topics in the Language Sciences, 1300-1700, ed. Sten Ebbesen and Russell Friedman
[Copenhagen: The Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters, 2003], 17-32).

for Buridan, and if he is going to treat “animal,” “plant,” and the
names of particular plant and animal species as mass-nouns like
“air” and “water,” then these terms will inherit the same
ambiguity. Of course we can designate individual parcels of water
by convention (a sip, a gallon, a river), but it seems a fair question
whether, apart from convention, Buridan thinks there are any
individuals in the sublunary world at all.102 A second set of
concerns has to do with concept-acquisition. Buridan holds that
we are able to derive absolute substantial concepts from sensory
information because this data carries information about the
substantial subjects of the qualities the senses primarily
apprehend.103 But his claim that, according to our absolute
concept of animals, any quantitative bit of sensitive animate
substance is an animal would appear to divorce this concept
completely from any sense-data we might garner. According to
our absolute concept of animals, any quantitative bits of sensitive
animate substance are animals: ears, spleens, gobbets of flesh,
droplets of blood, etc. In that case, though, it looks like the
sensible qualities of animals have nothing whatsoever to do with
their animality. Accordingly, Buridan will face a number of
difficult questions, such as the following: If flesh-gobbets and
blood-droplets are among the individuals of animal-kind, what is
it about them that gives rise to the concept of animate substance?
Could we acquire the concept of animals just from encountering
ears and spleens? Does the fact that most people (and many
philosophers) never arrive at the proper, absolute concept of
animals, as Buridan thinks of it, tell against the general reliability
of the process by which we cognize substances? And so on.

It may be that Buridan has ways of addressing these objections.
Furthermore, it is not clear that his commitment to the identity of
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104 Mediavilla, In Sent., 1.8.4.1 ad 6 (Brescia ed., 90).
105 See, for instance, Buridan, Quaestiones in De anima 2.9: “Nos ponimus multa

accidentia inherere materie prime immediate, ita quod non mediante forma substantiali.” See
also Buridan, Quaestiones super libros De generatione et corruptione Aristotelis 2.7 for further
development of this view.

106 Q. D. De anima, a. 10 (Leonine ed., 24/1:86): “Vnde oportet quod si anima dat esse
et speciem ut forma cuilibet parti corporis secundum sententiam Aristotelis, quod sit in
qualibet parte corporis, nam et ea ratione dicimus anima esse in toto, quia est forma totius.
Vnde si est forma cuiuslibet partis, oportet quod sit in qualibet parte, et non in toto tantum,
nec in una parte tantum.”

107 Ibid.: “relinquitur quod anima tota sit in qualibet parte corporis secundum totalitatem
perfectionis speciei.”

the soul with its powers requires him to treat any quantitative part
of an animal as an animal. Other identity theorists rejected this
conclusion. Richard of Mediavilla, for instance, writes that the
term ‘animal’ applies only to what is composed from a soul and
its “primary and proportionate perfectible,” namely a whole body,
and not just any body part.104 Since he believes that a soul is
joined only to body already given a certain organic composition
by the substantial form of corporeity, he does not have to concur
with Buridan that an animal’s body, apart from accidental
dispositions, is homogeneous. Buridan rejects the plurality thesis,
so he could not avail himself of this line of defense. At points,
however, he indicates that he thinks some accidental forms inhere
directly in prime matter immediately, without the mediation of a
substantial form.105 If he were to go so as far as to claim that a
soul can only inhere in prime matter already disposed in certain
ways by various accidental forms, then he might be able to adopt
a strategy something like Richard’s. Since he does not in fact do
so, however, this remains mere speculation.

By contrast, Aquinas’s distinction thesis allows him to maintain
that the whole soul is in every part of the body without accepting
that any part of an animal is an animal. For Aquinas, the soul is
united to the body as its single substantial form, and as such, it
“gives existence and specific nature to each part of the body.”106

Accordingly, it exists in every part of the body in its entirety,
“according to the fullness of its specific perfection.”107 Aquinas
also maintains, however, that the soul has a different relationship
to the whole body than it does to the body’s parts. It is related to
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108 STh I, q. 76, a. 8 (Leonine ed., 5:233).
109 The passage that best explains this point is from De spirit. creat., a. 4 (Keeler, ed., 56).
110 We might regard hands and feet as animals in the same derivative sense in which we can

regard them as substances. As Aquinas explains in STh I, q. 75, a. 2 and Q. D. De anima, a.
1, his two criteria for substantiality are (a) subsistence and (b) being complete in a specific
nature. Hands and feet meet the first criterion, but since they fail the second they are not
complete substances any more than the soul itself is. See B.C. Bazan, “The Human Soul: Form
and Substance? Thomas Aquinas’ Critique of Eclectic Aristotelianism,” Archives d’histoire
doctrinale et litteraire de moyen âge 64 (1997): 95-126, for more on Aquinas’s criteria for
substantiality.

the whole body primo et per se as its proper and proportionate
perfectible, but to the body’s parts per posterius insofar as they are
ordered toward the whole.108 The reason for this, he says, is that
souls give “existence and specific nature” not to just any sort of
body, nor to bodies with just any sort of parts. Instead, animate
bodies are the sort that have organic parts, each of which makes
some contribution to the life of the organism. The soul is related
to the body’s parts insofar as it equips them to make such
contributions.109 Nor is the whole soul present in each bodily part
in this way. Instead, finding use here for the Boethian term
“virtual parts,” Aquinas holds that different virtual parts of the
soul, that is, different powers, are diversely present in diverse
bodily parts. So Brunellus’s soul makes him a horse and an animal
in its primo et per se relationship to his whole body, but in its per
posterius relationship to Brunellus’s organic parts it perfects them
in ordine ad totum. Pace Buridan, since the soul itself stands in
these different relationships to the whole body and to body parts,
the definition “sensitive animated substance” does not apply
equally to whole and parts either.110 What is important to notice
is that Aquinas can maintain that the soul has these different
relationships to the body with respect to its powers and with
respect to the “fullness of its specific perfection” precisely because
he maintains that it is distinct from its powers. In this way,
Aquinas employs his distinction thesis to explain a vexing soul-
body problem with which Buridan’s identity theory seems likely
to struggle.
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111 Aristotle appears to make all of these claims in De anima 3.4-5, though the passage is
notoriously obscure.

112 Aquinas, STh I, q. 75, a. 6; q. 76, a. 1; and Q. D. De anima, aa. 1, 14 (Leonine ed.,
5:203-4, 208-10; and 24/1:3-12, 123-29); Bonaventure, In Sent., 2.19.1.1 (Opera omnia,

2:457-61); Henry of Ghent, Quodlibet 3.15 (Zuccolius, ed., 115r-121v). See also texts by
Matthew of Aquasparta, Richard of Mediavilla and others in Sofia Vanni Rovighi,
L’immortalità dell’anima nei maestri franscescani del secolo XIII (Milan: Società Editrice ‘Vita
e Pensiero,’ 1936).

V. BURIDAN’S IDENTITY THESIS AND THE IMMATERIALITY OF THE

INTELLECT

As noted above, Buridan sides with Aquinas and against
Ockham in maintaining that the rational soul of a human being,
with its faculties of intellect and will, is identical to the sensitive
soul. As a result, he must address the objections that motivated
Ockham and others to distinguish the two. For instance,
according to most medieval Aristotelians, the intellectual part of
the soul is separable, incorruptible, and incorporeal in the sense
that it does not make use of a bodily organ,111 but the sensitive
and vegetative souls possess opposite characteristics. How can one
and the same soul be both corporeal and incorporeal, both
corruptible and incorruptible, and so on? Any careful reader of
Aristotle on the soul will have to answer questions like these.
They were especially pressing for the medieval Scholastics, most
of whom insisted on maintaining that the rational soul is both a
substantial form inherent in the human body and an incorruptible
substance capable of surviving the body’s demise.

There were, of course, a host of different attempts to balance
these two claims. Throughout the thirteenth century, most of
these attempts were based on reason. Aquinas, Bonaventure,
Henry of Ghent, and others all believed that without appealing to
revelation they could demonstrate the rational soul to be an
incorruptible substance which inheres in the human body as its
substantial form.112 In the fourteenth century, however,
confidence in this strategy eroded. Scotus thinks he can prove that
the rational soul is an immaterial form inhering in the human
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113 See Scotus, Ord. 4.43.2 (Allan Wolter, ed., The Philosophical Writings of Duns Scotus

[Indianapolis: Hackett, 1987], 133-62); and Quodlibet 9 (Allan Wolter and Felix Alluntis,
trans., God and Creatures: The Quodlibetal Questions [Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 1975], 218-35).

114 See Henry’s Quaestiones ordinariae 9 (Mark Henninger, ed., Henry of Harclay:

Ordinary Questions, Auctores Britanici Medii Aevi, 17 [Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2008], 398-437).

115 Ockham, Quodlibet 1.10 (Opera theologica 9:63): “dico quod intelligendo per ‘animam
intellectivam’ formam immaterialem, incorruptibilem quae tota est in toto corpore et tota in
qualibet parte, nec potest evidenter sciri per rationem vel per experientiam quod talis forma
sit in nobis, nec quod intelligere tali substantiae proprium sit in nobis, nec quod talis anima
sit forma corporis.”

116 Ibid. (Opera theologica 9:65): “concederet sequens naturalem rationem quod experimur
intellectionem in nobis, quae est actus formae corporeae et corruptibilis; et diceret
consequenter quod talis forma recipitur in forma extensa.”

body, but does not think he can prove its incorruptibility.113

Henry of Harclay argues that apart from revelation we should
conclude that the soul’s incorruptibility is incompatible with its
inhering as a substantial form in the body.114 Ockham, for his
part, writes that:

If by “intellective soul” we mean an immaterial and incorruptible form that exists
as a whole in the whole body and as a whole in each part, then one cannot
evidently know by reason or experience that such a form exists in us, or that the
act of understanding proper to such a substance exists in us, or that such a soul
is the form of the body. . . . Rather, we only believe these three things [by
faith].115

Indeed, Ockham goes on to say, anyone setting faith aside would
reach very different conclusions: “someone following natural
reason would concede that we experience in ourselves acts of
understanding that are acts of a corporeal and corruptible form;
and consequently would say that such [acts] are received in an
extended form.”116

 Buridan sides with Ockham and against Aquinas when it
comes to our epistemic position vis-a-vis the intellective soul. We
cannot prove by reason each of us has our own immaterial,
incorruptible soul, and in fact reason alone would lead us to
endorse different conclusions. He unpacks his position
throughout four questions on De anima 3. In each of them he
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117 Buridan, Quaestiones in De anima 3.3 (22).
118 Buridan, Quaestiones in De anima 3.6 (48-51).
119 Ibid. (51): “Sed tamen firmiter tenendum est quod non omnes conclusiones sunt verae,

quia sunt contra fidem catholicam.”
120 Ibid.: “Sed credo quod oppositae conclusiones non sunt demonstrabiles sine speciali et

supernaturali revelatione.”

compares what he considers to be the three magis famosae
opinions on these matters: those of Averroës, Alexander of
Aphrodisias, and the Catholic faith.117 On all three views,
according to Buridan, the human intellect is the substantial form
of the human body. But whereas for Alexander of Aphrodisias the
intellective soul is a corruptible form generated from material
potencies, inherent in each and every human body, and extended
with the extension of matter, for Averroës there is just one
intellective soul, an indivisible, ungenerated, and incorruptible
form which does not inhere in the human body.

According to Buridan, someone reasoning on the basis of
“natural arguments alone, without the Catholic faith, through
principles from species made evident by the nature of sense and
intellect, without a special and supernatural revelation” would
arrive at either Alexander’s or Averroës’s views as the two
internally consistent positions on the human intellect.118 They are
not equally plausible. Unaided human reason would lead one to
prefer Alexander’s view over that of Averroës.

On the basis of the Catholic faith, however, Buridan is able to
assert that Alexander’s view is riddled with error.119 Alexander is
correct that a numerically distinct intellective soul inheres as the
substantial form of each and every human body. But Averroës is
correct that human intellects are indivisible, ungenerated, and
incorruptible. Neither Alexander nor Averroës were aware that,
though ungenerated, human intellects are created by God, and
that, though incorruptible, they can be annihilated by God.
Buridan makes clear, however, that without “a special and
supernatural revelation” he cannot demonstrate these claims to be
true.120

 Indeed, Buridan must appeal to revelation even to render the
Catholic position internally consistent. Averroës’ trump card
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121 Buridan, Quaestiones in De anima 3.4 (29-31).
122 Ibid. (35-36).
123 See Colin McGinn, “Can We Solve the Mind-Body Problem?” Mind 98 (1989): 349-

66. My thanks to Jack Zupko for suggesting this comparison to me.

against the intellect’s inherence in the body is that something
indivisible cannot inhere as a whole in each part of a divisible
human body. If it did, many absurdities would follow: it would be
simultaneously at rest and in motion when a person tapped his
foot and kept his hand still, and would be moved in opposite
directions when he raised his left hand and lowered his right.121

Alexander, of course, does not face this objection, since he
considers the human intellect to be an extended form, just like the
sensitive and vegetative souls of plants and brute animals. To
defend the Catholic position, however, Buridan appeals to the
way the body of Christ is present in a consecrated host, which he
calls a “non-commensurable” mode of inherence.122 Just as the
size of the host does not inhere in the body of Christ though it
inheres in the host, so too contrary motions do not inhere in the
intellective soul though they inhere in the body. Just as it is no
contradiction for Christ’s body to be present both on the altar and
in paradise, or to be moved in contrary directions when two
priests carry hosts to the right and to the left, it is no
contradiction for the soul to be at motion in the foot and in rest
in the hand. Buridan leaves no doubt that he considers the mode
of the human intellect’s inherence in the body to be supernatural.
Only by considering it in this way is he able to extricate the
Catholic position from absurdity.

 It would be easier to accept Buridan’s view, it seems to me, if
he appealed to the supernatural only to explain the higher
cognitive and conative functions of intellect and will. If that were
the case, as it is for Ockham, then we might compare Buridan’s
position with Colin McGinn’s pessimism about our ability ever to
solve the mind-body problem.123 What Buridan faces, however, is
not a mind-body problem as much as a mind-soul problem. He
must explain how an indivisible, incorruptible intellective soul can
be one and the same as the sensitive and vegetative souls. This
was, of course, what Ockham denied—one and the same soul
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124 Buridan, Quaestiones in De anima 3.17 (193).
125 Buridan, Quaestiones in De anima 2.9: “A fifth principal conclusion is posited, namely,

that the organ subject to the soul, or the matter, receives a sensation, so that the sensation is
educed from the potency of that matter, and so that the sensation is an act or form extended
with the extension of the organ and matter” (“Quinta conclusio principalis ponitur, quod
organum subiectum anime, sive materia, recipit sensationem, ita quod sensatio educitur de
potentia ipsius materie et quod sensatio est actus vel forma extensa extensione organi et
materie”).

126 Otherwise, Buridan says, it would follow that matter would more properly sense and
cognize than the soul. Ibid.: “Sexta conclusio ponitur probabilis, quod ista sensatio non solum
habet organum materiale vel ipsam materiam pro subiecto de cuius potentia educitur, sed
etiam ipsam animam sensitivam, quia, si non esset, ita sequeretur quod materia magis proprie
sentiret et cognosceret quam anima, et hoc omnes abhorent concedere.”

127 Ibid.: “How, therefore, since a sensation is extended with the extension of the organ
and matter, is it able to inhere in an indivisible subject as if it were educed from its power?
This seems miraculous, since the form has no extension except by the extension of its subject.
And how is something divisible and extended able to inhere in something indivisible and
unextended? This seems miraculous. And I respond that this certainly is miraculous, since the
human soul inheres in the human body in a miraculous and supernatural way without being
extended or educed from the potency of the subject in which it inheres, and nevertheless it
also inheres in the whole body and in each of its parts. This is truly miraculous and
supernatural” (“Quomodo igitur, cum sensatio ponitur extensa extensione organi et materie,

cannot be both extended and unextended, material and
immaterial. Buridan agrees, but since he is committed to the
unicity of substantial forms, he cannot follow Ockham in
distinguishing the sensitive/vegetative soul from the intellect.
Instead, he denies that our sensitive and vegetative souls are
extended, divisible, or corruptible. The instrumental powers they
require to exercise their operations certainly are, but the principal
powers are not.124

At this point, though, Buridan’s view begins to look very odd,
for he must concede that not only our acts of understanding and
will, but also our acts of vision and nutrition, are explicable only
supernaturally. He admits this freely in his ninth question on De
anima 2. An act of sensation, he says, is a form extended with the
extension of the bodily organ in which it inheres.125 Yet it cannot
have just the body as its subject; it must be received into the
sensitive soul as well.126 As for how an extended act of sensation
can be received into an unextended sensitive soul, however,
Buridan says this is a very difficult problem, and indeed is “truly
miraculous and supernatural.”127
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poterit ipsa esse in subiecto indivisibili inherente et tamquam educta de potentia istius? Hoc
videtur mirabile, cum forma non habeat extensionem nisi extensionem sui subiecti. Et
quomodo divisibile et extensum poterit inherere indivisibili et inextenso? Hoc videtur
mirabile. Et certe ego respondeo quod hoc est mirabile, quia mirabili et supernaturali modo
anima humana inheret corpori humano non extensa nec educta de potentia subiecti cui
inheret, et tamen etiam toti corpori inhereat et cuilibet parti eius. Hoc vere est mirabile et
supernaturam”).

128 Zupko, John Buridan, 181.
129 STh I, q. 76, a. 1, obj. 1 (Leonine ed., 5:208).
130 STh I, q. 76, a. 1, ad 1 (Leonine ed., 5:210): “The human soul is indeed separated, yet

nevertheless in matter. . . . For it is separated according to its intellective power, since the
intellective power is not a power of any bodily organ. . . . But it is in matter insofar as the soul
itself to which this power belongs is the form of the body, and the terminus of human
generation” (“anima humana est quidem separata, sed tamen in materia. . . . Separata quidem

Jack Zupko has attempted to render Buridan’s position more
palatable to modern readers by explaining that when he says
“supernatural” and “miraculous” what he really means might be
better rendered “outside the common course of nature” and “not
empirically evident.”128 This may be true, but I do not think it
makes Buridan’s view any less shocking to be told that our
sensitive operations are outside the common course of nature or
that our vegetative operations are not empirically evident.
Philosophers of mind still debate whether intentionality or
consciousness can be naturalized, but no one denies that digestion
can be naturalized.

It is a mark in favor of Aquinas’s distinction thesis that it
enables him to avoid having to say this. When dealing with the
question “whether the intellective principle is united to the human
body as its substantial form?” Aquinas considers the following
objection: “the Philosopher says that ‘the intellect is separate,’ and
that it is not the act of any body. Therefore it is not united to the
body as its form.”129 He lists several other objections of the same
sort, all based on the familiar idea that an immaterial, in-
corruptible form such as the intellect could not inhere in the
human body. Aquinas responds to all of these objections by
explaining that while the intellectual power is indeed not the act
of any body, since it is immaterial and employs no bodily organ
in its operation, the intellective principle is nevertheless the
substantial form of the human body.130 The intellective soul is the
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est secundum virtutem intellectivam, quia virtus intellectiva non est virtus alicuius organi
corporalis. . . . Sed in materia est, inquantum ipsa anima cuius est haec virtus, est corporis
forma, et terminus generationis humanae”).

131 With respect to this “balancing act” on Aquinas’ part, see Gyula Klima, “Aquinas on the
Materiality of the Human Soul and the Immateriality of the Human Intellect,” Philosophical
Investigations 32 (2009): 163-82.

132 See David Ruel Foster, “Aquinas on the Immateriality of the Intellect,” The Thomist 55
(1991): 415-38 for a survey of these arguments, sorting them into types.

133 Buridan, Quaestiones in De anima 3.3 (23-27).
134 Richard Cross sees that Scotus leaves this problem unaddressed, writing that “there is

an objection to an identification of the vegetative, sensory, and intellective souls that Scotus
does not deal with. As we have seen, the intellective soul is unextended. Technically, it exists
whole in the whole body, and whole in each part of the body. . . . But other substantial
forms—for example the vegetative soul in plants or the bodily form—are physically extended.

substantial form of the human body, and as such is a material
form insofar as it inheres in prime matter. It is also the principle
of its intellective powers, since they are propria that “flow from
its essence.” Nevertheless, these powers are incorporeal. They
inhere in the soul itself as their subject, and are thus immaterial
forms. Accordingly, Aquinas can consistently maintain both that
the human soul is a subsistent form, as the subject of the intellect
and will, and that it inheres in matter. It is immaterial with respect
to the intellect and will, but material with respect to the inherence
of all its other powers in the body.131

Although Aquinas’s distinction thesis makes this balancing act
possible, it does not by itself entitle him to the claims that the
intellective power is incorporeal or the intellective soul is
subsistent. He relies on a variety of different arguments to defend
these claims.132 Buridan considers several of these and finds them
all wanting.133 So even if Buridan were to endorse the distinction
thesis, he would still consider himself unable to demonstrate the
truth of the Catholic position on the intellective soul. He would,
however, be able to explain the internal consistency of the
Catholic position without appealing to revelation. Today, it seems
to me, we would consider this a significant philosophical benefit.

Be that as it may, it was not one of which many medieval
Scholastics took advantage. Henry of Ghent and Duns Scotus,
who agree with Buridan that humans have only one soul, face just
the same mind-soul problem as he does.134 Others like Ockham
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. . . But nothing can be both extended and nonextended. So it is hard to see how the
intellective soul could be identical with the vegetative soul. . . . [I]t is a shame that Scotus did
not consider the whole issue in more depth” (“Philosophy of Mind,” in Williams, ed., The
Cambridge Companion to Duns Scotus, 263-84 at 283 n. 66). Henry faces the same difficulty
as Scotus does. 

135 As we have seen, Ockham is quite willing to admit this (Quodlibet 1.10 [Opera

theologica 9:63-65]). Richard does not say in so many words that the intellective soul’s
inherence in the body is miraculous. He does, however, appeal to a supernatural
example—God’s omnipresence throughout the would—as his primary illustration of how it
is possible for an unextended soul to be present in its entirety through an extended body
(Mediavilla, In Sent. 1.8.4.1 [Brescia ed., 89-90]).

136 King, “The Inner Cathedral,” 271-72.

and Richard of Mediavilla who hold that the intellective soul is a
distinct substantial form from the principles of our sensitive and
vegetative powers are in somewhat better shape on this score.
They can at least deny that vision or nutrition are miraculous.
They must still agree, however, that the mode of the intellective
soul’s inherence in the body is explicable only supernaturally.135

At least one major reason for this is their insistence that the soul
is identical to its powers.
 

VI. CONCLUSION: TOWARD CARTESIAN DUALISM

In a recent article Peter King argues that Aquinas’s view on the
the soul and its faculties, which he calls “the mainstream view,”
was accepted by virtually everyone throughout the Middle Ages
and Renaissance “until it vanished practically overnight with
Descartes.”136 Throughout this period, he says, “the real dis-
tinctness of the faculties was not even on the table for discussion.”
By this point I hope to have shown, against King, both that there
was indeed a lively discussion concerning the relationship between
the soul and its powers throughout the Middle Ages, and that
Aquinas’s distinction thesis, despite its apparent advantages, was
accepted by just a few of the participants in the discussion. In this
concluding section I will briefly sketch the later history of this
discussion. Descartes’s stance on the faculties of the soul did not
spring out of the blue from centuries of Thomist consensus.
Rather, the discussion gradually wound down toward a generally
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137 Ibid. See Cajetan’s comments on STh I, q. 77 (Leonine ed., 5:236-49; and Suarez, De

anima 2.1-3 (R. P. Francisci Suarez Opera Omnia [Paris: Vives, 1856], 3:572-85).
138 Giacomo Zabarella, De rebus naturalibus in Aristotelis libros de anima libri (Frankfurt,

1607; repr. Frankfurt-am-Main: Minerva, 1966), 685-93.
139 Zabarella, De rebus, 690: “In this controversy, although I agree more with the opinion

of Thomas and the others previously mentioned, nevertheless I cannot accepted it without
reservation, but I will add to it what I think to be a certain correction; for I judge the whole
truth of this thing to be constituted in the two things I mentioned: on the one hand, against
Scotus there is this—the faculties of the soul are things distinct from the substance of the soul
and they are qualities according to their species; on the other hand, against Thomas and the
others, the faculties of the soul are not intermediate agents between the soul and its operation
. . . but rather they are only certain conditions and aptitudes of the soul that it might operate”
(“Ego in hac controversia, licet magis ad Thomae, & aliorum praedicatorum opinionem
accedam, eam tamen penitus recipere non possum, sed adhibendam ei esse puto quandam
correctionem; arbitror enim totam huiusce rei veritatem in duobus dictis esse constitutam:
alterum adversus Scotum tale est; facultates animae sunt re distinctae ab ipsa animae
substantia, & sunt qualitates secundae speciei: alterum vero adversus Thomam, & alios est,
facultates animae non sunt agentia media inter animam, & operationem . . . sed sunt
solummodo conditiones quaedam, & aptitudines animae ad operandum”).

140 Ibid., 687: “If the powers of the soul were diverse from the essence of the soul . . .
therefore they would depend on it as on an efficient cause; therefore the soul would produce
something immediately, which these adversaries deny, for it would produce its powers. And

Buridanian consensus from which it is no surprise that a view like
Cartesian substance dualism should have emerged.

King cites Thomas de Vio Cajetan, Francisco Suarez, and
Giacomo Zabarella as examples of later figures who accepted a
real distinction between the soul and its powers. As he points out,
“it is no surprise” to find Cajetan doing so, and “understandable”
that Suarez should do so as well.137 As for Zabarella, his position
is less clear. After considering arguments in favor of the
distinction thesis, which he attributes to Aquinas and Giles of
Rome, and the identity thesis, which he attributes to Scotus and
Gregory, he says that he agrees more with the former, but is not
able to accept it without a certain correction.138 It is true that “the
faculties of the soul are things distinct from the substance of the
soul itself and are in the species of quality,” but against Thomas
and Giles, “the faculties of the soul are not intermediate agents
between the soul and its operation . . . but only certain conditions
and aptitudes of the soul toward its operation.”139 Zabarella is
moved to correct Aquinas in this way by the same infinite-regress
argument that originated with Henry of Ghent.140 This revision of
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if they say that these are produced through some other intermediate powers, we would
proceed into infinity, which should not be said” (“si potentiae sunt diversae ab essentia animae
. . . ergo ab ea pendent ut a causa . . . efficiente; igitur anima aliquid immediate producit,
[quod] adversarii negant, producit enim ipsas potentias: quod si dicant has produci per alias
potentias medias, procedimus in infinitum, quod dicendum non est”).

141 Zabarella also departs from Aquinas’s position by explicitly denying that any of our
faculties have the soul as their subject; he locates them all in the body (ibid., 693).

142 Katharine Park, “The Organic Soul,” in The Cambridge History of Renaissance

Philosophy, ed. Charles B. Schmitt and Quentin Skinner (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1988), 464-84 at 478-79.

143 Ibid., 479. The passage Park translates is from Melanchthon’s Liber de anima in Opera

quae supersunt omnia, ed. C. G. Bretschneider and H. E. Bindseil (Halle-Braunschweig: C.A.
Schwetschke, 1834-60), 13:20.

Aquinas’s position makes it seem possible that Zabarella views the
faculties of the soul more like Buridan’s instrumental powers.141

I am not prepared to defend this interpretation of Zabarella
conclusively, partly because it leaves unclear what has become of
the soul’s principal powers.

Still, if Zabarella’s point is to shift our focus to the bodily
“conditions and aptitudes” necessary for vital operations, he
would be in good company in the sixteenth century during which,
according to Katharine Park, “more and more philosophers . . .
began to move towards an assertion of the identity of the soul and
its faculties and a corresponding emphasis on the organs of the
body as the key to psychological function below the level of
intellection.”142 Many philosophers, she claims, came to view the
discussion regarding faculties of the soul as “an emblem for the
tendency of earlier Aristotelian philosophers to lose themselves in
meaningless quibbles”; she cites Philipp Melanchthon on this
score:

There has been a great and foolish battle in the schools about the distinction of
the faculties. Concerning the organic powers, it is clear that they are
distinguished by their organs; for the soul produces different operations in
different organs, just as different sounds are produced in different pipes. Thus
if anyone wants to enquire into the faculties and actions of the soul, he must
know the organs and parts of the body.143

The two tendencies predominant in the sixteenth century, Park
says, were to identify the soul with its powers, and to refocus
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[Amsterdam: Verlag B.R. Gruner, 1987], 8-11); Blasius of Parma, Quaestiones de anima 2.4
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93 and 100-102).

146 See Eckhard Kessler, “The Intellective Soul,” in Schmitt and Skinner, eds., Cambridge

History of Renaissance Philosophy, 485-534 at 486-88.
147 Gabriel Biel, Collectorium circa quattuor libros Sententiarum 2.16 (ed. Wilfridus

Werbeck, Udo Hoffman, et al. [Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1973-84], 2:356-87).
148 John Mair, In secundum librum Sententiarum 15.2; and 16.1 (Paris: J. Granjon, 1519),

92v-97r.

discussion of the sensitive and vegetative powers on the bodily
organs through which they operate. How did the medieval debate
about the soul and its powers come to take this turn?

Park links the “increasing tendency to favour specific
physiological over general philosophical explanations for the
organic functions” to Buridan’s arguments that “the distinction of
organic operations lay only in the distinction between the various
organs responsible for them.”144 It would be difficult to establish
any direct connection between Buridan and any sixteenth-century
figure, but there is considerable evidence that his version of the
identity theory remained popular well after his death. In the latter
half of the fourteenth century Nicole D’Oresme, Pierre D’Ailly,
Marsilius of Inghen, and Blasius of Parma all endorsed it.145

Blasius brought Buridan’s influence to Padua, where many in the
following centuries opted to endorse versions of the Alexandrian
or Averroist platforms Buridan outlined, rather than the Catholic
view he actually endorsed.146 In the fifteenth century we find
Gabriel Biel, typically a staunch defender of Ockham, opting for
a view like Buridan’s, rejecting not only any distinction between
the soul and its powers but also the plurality of substantial
forms.147 John Mair does the same.148 An even more significant
sign of the spread of this position is the fact that we find its
characteristic elements—the unicity and identity theses together
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149 Reisch, Margarita philosophica (Freiburg: Johannes Schottus, 1504). Reisch treats the
question “si potentiae animae sint realiter idemptificate essentiae animae?” as settled
conclusively in favor of the identity theory by the authority of Augustine and the Liber de
spiritu et anima in bk. 11, chap. 14. He defends the unicity of souls in any living thing in chap.
15 (see also bk. 8, chap. 33 for discussion of whether a composite can have multiple
substantial forms). He devotes extensive attention to the organs employed by the vegetative
and sensitive souls throughout bk. 10, including diagrams illustrating the anatomy of the eye
and brain, and the principles of optics.

150 Descartes, Discourse on Method (AT 6.8–9).
151 Descartes, “Dedicatory Letter to the Sorbonne,” AT 7.1–6.

with an emphasis on corporeal organs as instrumental
powers—present in influential university textbooks such as
Gregor Reisch’s Margarita philosophica.149 By this point a view
resembling Buridan’s had become mainstream.

Of course there remained voices of dissent throughout the late
Middle Ages and Renaissance. There remained Thomists who
argued for a real distinction between the soul and its powers, just
as there remained Scotists who argued for real identity with
formal distinction. Descartes famously tells us he learned early in
his education that philosophers don’t agree about anything.150 But
if a general Buridanian consensus had developed in the
Aristotelian psychological program by the sixteenth century, this
would help to explain not just why Descartes identified the soul
with its powers, but also why he considered it necessary to
overturn the program as a whole. In his dedicatory letter
introducing the Meditations, he declares it his aim to demonstrate
without appealing to revelation that human souls are immortal.151

After abandoning Aquinas’s distinction between the soul and its
powers, mainstream Aristotelian psychology had proven unable to
do this. Identity theorists from the fourteenth-century onward
agreed that if individual human souls are incorruptible at all it is
impossible to prove this. So instead of attempting to explain how
an indivisible intellectual soul could be both the form of an
extended body and the principle of its organic operations,
Descartes gave up these Aristotelian essentials. The organic
operations could be accounted for by mechanistic physics. The
rest, which for Descartes included the operations of the sensitive
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152 I am grateful to all those involved with the 2010 workshop on Buridan’s philosophical
psychology at the Université du Quebec à Montréal—especially to Claude Panaccio and Gyula
Klima for inviting me to attend—for helpful comments and criticism on an earlier draft of this
essay.

soul, remained the domain of philosophy, conducted by means of
his revolutionary introspective methodology.152



1 ScG I, c. 20 (Summa contra Gentiles, ed. C. Pera, O.P. [Turin and Rome: Marietti, 1961],
174; On the Truth of the Catholic Faith, trans. Anton C. Pegis [Garden City, N.Y.: Hanover
House, 1955], para. 20). The Pera edition refers us to Aristotle at De caelo 1.3.270a12-22;
and Aquinas, I De caelo, lect. 6; also Aristotle, De caelo 1.12.281b18-282a4; and Aquinas, I
De caelo, lect. 26 (In Aristotelis libros De caelo et mundo expositio, ed. R. M. Spiazzi, O.P.
[Turin and Rome: Marietti, 1952], 257-59). (Henceforth I will refer to the ScG book and
chapter, together with the Pera edition paragraph number.) We have it again in ScG I, c. 28,
a most important chapter on the divine perfection. A most helpful presentation is ScG II, c.
30 (Pera, ed., 1073). There is ScG II, c. 33 (Pera, ed., 1098) related to II, c. 36 (Pera, ed.,
1122). Cf. ScG II, c. 83 (Pera, ed., 1651) on the human soul together with II, c. 84 (Pera, ed.,
1686-87).
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A
NYONE WHO STUDIES St. Thomas Aquinas’s doctrine of
being must be interested in what he calls a virtus essendi, a
power or capacity as regards being. We see the expression

used, for example, in book 1 of the Summa contra Gentiles with
a confirming reference to Aristotle in De caelo.1

Early in Thomas’s writing career we find some explanation of
the term. A text in the third book of the commentary on the
Sentences, on human virtues, asks whether they are potencies or
habits. The answer is that such principles of rational action must
be habits. An objection reads:

It seems that the virtues are not habits, but rather potencies. For no thing has
being through a habit, but rather through a natural potency. But all things have
virtue as regards being [virtutem essendi] either [to be] for ever or [to be] for a
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2 III Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 3, qcla. 1, obj. 1 (Scriptum super sententiis, ed. M.-F. Moos, O.P.
[Paris: Lethielleux, 1933], 704): “Videtur quod virtutes non sint habitus, sed potentiae. Nulla
enim res habet esse per habitum, sed per potentiam naturalem. Sed omnes res habent virtutem
essendi vel semper, vel determinato tempore, ut dicitur in 1 Cael. et mun. Ergo virtus non est
habitus.” Translations in this article are by the author unless otherwise indicated.

3 Ibid., ad 1 (Moos, ed., 706): “Respondeo dicendum ad primam quaestionem, quod
nomen ‘virtutis,’ secundum sui primam impositionem, videtur in quamdam violentiam sonare;
unde in 3 Caeli et mund. dicitur, quod motus accidentalis, idest violentus, est qui est a virtute,
idest a violentia, non cum auxilio naturae. Sed quia non potest aliquid alteri violentiam inferre
nisi per potentiam perfectam, secundum quam agat et non patiatur; inde tractum est nomen
‘virtutis’ ad significandum omnem potentiam perfectam, sive qua potest aliquid in seipso
subsistere, sive qua potest operari: et sic dicitur in 1 Cael. et mund. quod virtus est ultimum
potentiae: quia perfectio potentiae mensuratur ex ultimo et maximo quod quis potest.” For
the first reference, Moos refers the reader to De caelo 3.2.301b18). The Oxford translation,
by J. L. Stocks, translates dunamis there as “force,” which brings out the point about the note
of violence better than my use of “strength.”

determinate time, as is said in [Aristotle’s] De caelo et mundo. Therefore a virtue
is not a habit.2

The natural potency to being is called a “virtus” as the perfection
of a potency. Consider the body of the same article:

[T]he word “virtue” [“strength” might be better here], according to its first
application, seems to involve a note of violence; thus, in De caelo et mund. 3 it
is said that accidental, i.e., violent, movement is from strength, i.e., violence, not
with the aid of nature. However, because something cannot impose violence on
another save by perfect power, inasmuch as it acts and is not acted upon, the
word “strength” [virtus] was brought to signify every perfect power, whether it
be that by which something can subsist in itself, or that by which it can perform
an operation; and thus it is said in De caelo et mund. 1 that strength [virtus] is
the ultimate as to potency: because the perfection of potency is measured from
the ultimate and maximum that someone is capable of.3

The article goes on to explain why the virtue pertaining to
rational powers cannot be identical with the power [potentia]
itself, but must be a habitus. However, my point is that we have
here an early text on virtus essendi, something that is found in the
natural potency of every being. The Aristotelian background is
clear.

The reference to Aristotle’s De caelo is an integral part of the
picture. Consider the following passage from the Summa contra
Gentiles (II, c. 30), concerning how absolute necessity can be
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4 ScG II, c. 30 (Pera, ed., 1073): “Forma autem, secundum id quod est, actus est: et per
eam res actu existunt. Unde ex ipsa provenit necessitas ad esse in quibusdam. Quod contingit
vel quia res illae sunt formae non in materia: et sic non inest ei potentia ad non esse, sed per
suam formam semper sunt in virtute essendi; sicut est in substantiis separatis. Vel quia formae
earum sua perfectione adaequant totam potentiam materiae, ut sic non remaneat potentia ad
aliam formam, nec per consequens ad non esse: sicut est in corporibus caelestibus. In quibus
vero forma non complet totam potentiam materiae, remanet adhuc in materia potentia ad
aliam formam. Et ideo non est in eis necessitas essendi, sed virtus essendi consequitur in eis
victoriam formae super materia: ut patet in elementis et elementatis.”

5 Cf. ScG II, c. 55 (Pera, ed., 1299), on the incorruptibility of intellectual  substances; cf.
also STh I, q. 9, a. 2 (Summa theologiae, 5 vols. [Ottawa: Medieval Institute, 1948], 1:48a11);
STh I, q. 90, a. 2, ad 1; and the most important STh I, q. 104, a. 1, ad 1, which introduces the
role of the divine influence, which we will discuss below. Note also Q. D. De Anima, a. 6,
which distinguishes between form and esse in creatures, presenting the form as the principle
of esse. This is important for the conception of the form as the proper locus of virtus essendi.

6 On this cf. Lawrence Dewan, “St. Thomas, Form, and Incorruptiblity,” in idem, Form
and Being (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2006), 175-87.

found in created things. Speaking of principles of being, and
having spoken of matter, we come to the contribution of form.
We read:

Form however, as regards its very substance, is actuality: and through it things
exist actually. Hence from it there results necessity as to being in some things.
This comes about either because those things are forms not in matter: and thus
there is not present in it [sic] potency to not be, but rather by their form they are
always in the strength of being [in virtute essendi]; as is the case with the separate
substances. Or else because their forms by their perfection are equal to the entire
potency of the matter, so that there remains no potency to another form, nor
consequently to not being. But in those things whose form does not satisfy the
entire potency of matter, there remains in the matter potency to another form.
And so there is not in them necessity to be, but rather the power to be [virtus
essendi] results in them from the victory of the form over the matter; as is clear
in the case of the elements and things composed of elements.4

What is clear is that the doctrine of virtus essendi is part of the
doctrine that esse per se consequitur ad formam,5 i.e. that form,
just because of what it is, is the principle of the act of being.6

Against this background it is not surprising that Thomas, in his
commentary on Aristotle’s De caelo, where he rejects Averroës’
contention that the celestial bodies are incorruptible because they
have no potency with respect to being, only with respect to local
motion, does not content himself with merely referring to the fact
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7 Aquinas, I De caelo, lect. 6 (Spiazzi, ed., 62): “Sed in hoc manifeste dixit contra
Aristotelem, qui infra in hoc eodem libro ponit in sempiternis virtutem ad hoc quod sint
semper. Fuit autem deceptus per hoc quod existimavit virtutem essendi pertinere solum ad
potentiam passivam, quae est potentia materiae; cum magis pertineat ad potentiam formae,
quia unumquodque est per suam formam. Unde tantum et tamdiu habet unaquaeque res de
esse, quanta est virtus formae eius. Et sic non solum in corporibus caelestibus, sed etiam in
substantiis separatis est virtus essendi semper.”

8 Etienne Gilson, “Virtus Essendi,” Mediaeval Studies 26 (1964): 1-11 (in French).
Translations are my own unless otherwise indicated. In the first footnote he tells us that this
paper is not the desired study of virtus essendi. He says that a real study would raise the
question of the overall doctrines of Thomas and Aristotle. He made these notes some time
before and decided to publish them.

9 Fran O’Rourke, “Virtus Essendi: Intensive Being in Pseudo-Dionysius and Aquinas,” in
Dionysius 15 (1990): 31-80.

10 Thus, the sixth (and climactic) section of his paper is entitled “Dionysius, Source of
Aquinas’ Notion of Being.”

that Aristotle, in this very work, attributes to the celestial bodies
the potency to be always. He explains:

But in this he obviously has spoken against Aristotle, who below in this very
book locates in perpetual things the strength for them to be always. [Averroës]
was deceived in that he judged the strength as to being to pertain solely to
passive potency, which is the potency of matter; whereas it rather pertains to the
potency of form, because each thing is through its form. Hence, just so greatly
and so long each thing has being, viz. as great as is the strength of its form. And
thus, not only in the celestial bodies, but also in the separate substances, there
is the strength to be always.7

It could not be clearer that we are speaking of the nature and role
of form as principle of the act of being.

I come now to consider a paper published by Etienne Gilson
in 1964, thus near the end of his career, entitled: “Virtus
Essendi.”8 I also have something to say about a much more
elaborate discussion by Fran O’Rourke in 1991.9 Both papers
have somewhat to do with the question of Thomas’s sources.
Gilson is interested in showing the non-Aristotelian character of
Thomas’s doctrine of being; O’Rourke certainly wishes to display
Thomas’s debt to the pseudo-Dionysius.10

Gilson begins with a quotation from Fr. L.-B. Geiger, O.P.:
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11 L.-B. Geiger, O.P., Philosophie et spiritualité (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1963), 1:149:
“Aristote s’était contenté . . . de poser au-dessus des êtres mobiles, des substances immobiles
et éternelles. Saint Thomas approfondit cette manière de voir en mettant en évidence  une
sorte d’intensité croissante ou de perfection, en quelque sorte qualitative, de l’actus essendi.
Une étude de son vocabulaire, à cet égard, serait des plus révélatrices. L’esse comporte un
virtus, une perfectio qui va croissant à mesure qu’on s’élève dans l’échelle des êtres (idée qui
eût sans doute paru inintelligible à Aristote).”

Already here I think of the doctrine of Metaph. 2, on the hierarchy of being and truth. The
highest cause is maximally a being, as Thomas concludes in the Fourth Way. This seems quite
the right reading, and so Geiger’s point is weakened. Aristotle would welcome the picture of
being as rising in intensity as one mounts towards the first cause. Geiger’s view of Aristotle’s
doctrine as involving eternal and immobile substances lacking the aspect of qualitative
perfection is not true. Cf. Aristotle, Metaph. 2.1.993b23-31 (W. D. Ross, trans. [Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1924]): “Now we do not know a truth without its cause; and a thing has a
quality in a higher degree than other things if in view of it the similar quality belongs to the
other things as well (e.g. fire is the hottest of things; for it is the cause of the heat of all other
things); so that that which causes derivative truths to be true is most true. Hence the principles
of eternal things must be always most true (for they are not merely sometimes true, nor is
there any cause of their being, but they themselves are the cause of the being of other things),
so that as each thing is in respect of being, so is it in respect of truth.” While it is Ross who
uses the word “quality” where Aristotle speaks of “to sunonumon”, this seems correct. The
Latin on which Thomas comments has “univocatio” which Thomas explains in II Metaphys.,
lect. 2 (In duodecim libros metaphysicorum Aristotelis expositio, ed. R. M. Spiazzi, O.P. [Turin
and Rome: Marietti, 1950], 292-94).

12 Gilson, “Virtus Essendi,” 1.
13 Ibid., 1 n. 1.

Aristotle contented himself . . . with proposing, above mobile beings some
immobile and eternal substances. St. Thomas deepens this way of looking [at
things] by putting on display a sort of growing intensity or perfection, in some
way of a qualitative sort, of the actus essendi. A study of his vocabulary in this
respect would be most revelatory. The esse involves a virtus, a perfectio which
proceeds to grow just to the extent that one mounts in the scale of beings (an
idea that would doubtless have seemed unintelligible to Aristotle).11

Gilson focuses first of all on vocabulary, as suggested by Geiger.
He immediately remarks that, if one concerns oneself with the
expression “virtus essendi” itself, it does not seem to have been
born of a deepening of the Aristotelian doctrine of being. He
claims that Thomas encountered it ready made in the Latin
translation of On the Divine Names of the pseudo-Dionysius. He
quotes the expression as “ipsius quod est esse virtutem,” and
translates it into his own French as “la vertu de cela même qui est
l'être.”12 He tells us13 that he is quoting the text of Dionysius as
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14 Ibid., 1-2: “Dans le langage de la traduction latine, que saint Thomas aura soin
d’incorporer au sien, l’effet en question est ipsius quod est esse virtutem; littéralement : la
vertu de cela même qui est l’être. Il semble donc que [p. 2] l’être même soit le virtus ou
dunamis en question.”

15 “Dicit ergo primo [332] quod virtus attribuitur Deo, propter tria: primo quidem,
secundum hoc quod omnium rerum virtutes in ipso primordialiter et supereminenter existunt,
sicut et de vita et sapientia, dictum est; secundo vero, secundum hoc quod est causa omnis
virtutis; tertio, vero, secundum hoc quod ipse operatur producendo omnia secundum virtutem
indeclinabilem, idest quae non potest minorari aut fatigari et incircumfinitam; sicut et
sapientia Deo attribuitur, inquantum in ipso praeexistit omnis sapientia et inquantum ipse est
sapientiae causa et inquantum habet sapientiae actum, cognoscendo; et non solum est virtutis

found in the In librum De divinis nominibus expositio, edited by
C. Pera, O.P. ([Rome and Turin: Marietti, 1950], c. 8, no. 332).
Gilson says that it seems as though being itself [l'être même] is the
power [virtus] meant.14

It must be noted first of all that the chapter of De divinis
nominibus with which we have here to do, in the relevant first
part, concerns the application to God of the word “virtus”
(Greek: dunamis). The Dionysius passage, as rendered in Latin,
runs:

[332] Dicimus igitur quod virtus est Deus sicut omnem virtutem in Seipso
praehabens et superhabens et sicut omnis virtutis causa; et omnia, secundum
virtutem indeclinabilem et incircumfinitam producens; et sicut ipsius quod est

esse virtutem aut totam aut particularem causa existens.

If we look at the text of Dionysius as read by Thomas, we find
that Thomas does not understand the passage the way Gilson
does. Thomas paraphrases the paragraph concerned as follows:

[#748] Therefore, he [Dionysius] says first [332] that “power” [virtus] is
attributed to God on three counts: firstly, inasmuch as the powers of all things
exist in him primordially and supereminently, as was said earlier concerning
“life” and “wisdom;” but secondly, inasmuch as he is the cause of all power; and
thirdly, inasmuch as he himself operates producing all in function of power not
subject to decline, i.e., which cannot be diminished or become fatigued, and [is]
uncircumscribable; just as “wisdom” is attributed to God inasmuch as all wisdom
preexists in him, and he is the cause of wisdom, and he has the act of wisdom,
viz., knowing. And not only is he the cause of power, as giving out power, but
because he causes power itself, whether we take [“power”] as universal power or
some particular power.15
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causa sicut largiens virtutem, sed quia ipsam virtutem causat sive accipiamus virtutem
universalem sive aliquam virtutem particularem.” Emphasis added.

16 Cf. Thomas on this usage at VII Metaphys., lect. 3 (Spiazzi, ed., 1310), re: Aristotle,
Metaph. 7.4.1029b15-16: “But it must be known that in all the following, by the expression
‘being this’ [hoc esse] or ‘being for this’ [huic esse], he [Aristotle] means the quod quid erat esse
of that thing: for example, ‘being for man’ [homini esse] or ‘being man’ [hominem esse]: he
means that which pertains to the ‘what is man.’”

17 O’Rourke, “Virtus Essendi,” 49-50.
18 Ibid., with a footnote reference (n. 60) to Dionysius 8, 3, 332.
19 Ibid., 50; emphasis added.

Where Gilson finds the expression “ipsius quod est esse virtutem”
and translates it as “the power of that itself which is being,”
Thomas reads it rather as speaking about God “causing power
itself [ipsam virtutem], universally or particularly.”

In fact, Thomas takes Dionysius to be using “autou tou einai
dunamin” somewhat as Aristotle used “einai” followed by a dative
or accusative to mean the quiddity of something.16 He is thus
saying that God is the cause of the very nature of power. So taken,
the translation of the Latin translation, namely, “ipsius quod est
esse virtutem” is not, as Gilson held, “the virtue of that itself
which is being,” but rather “[cause] of precisely the very being
power.” Thomas thus reads it as God being cause of “power
itself.”

O’Rourke acknowledges that Thomas finds the phrase “virtus
essendi” in Aristotle’s theory of the celestial bodies.17 However, he
presents Thomas as going beyond Aristotle with Dionysius, and
even holds that Thomas “finds the vocabulary of virtus essendi in
Dionysius: autou tou einai dunamin (ipsius quod est esse
virtutem).”18 In this O’Rourke is agreeing with Gilson on the
sense of Dionysius (c. 8, 3 [Marietti ed., 332]). He passes lightly
over the treatment the passage gets from Thomas.

But it is not so much this phraseology which inspires his [Thomas’s] appreciation
of being as intensive, virtual perfection (he does not give any special
consideration to the passage in his Commentary), as the teaching of Dionysius on
the central role of being which suggests to Aquinas the nature of being as
perfective, dynamic actuality and intensive plenitude: the power of being which

is the comprehensive, energizing principle of all perfection.19 
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20 I do not doubt that the Greek text and its Latin translation can be read as Gilson and
O’Rourke do; my point is rather that it was not so read and understood by Thomas.

21 In div. nom., c. 8, lect. 1 (Pera, ed., 751): “Sic igitur concludit quod distributio divinae
virtutis, propter sui infinitatem, procedit ad omnia existentia et nullum est existens quod non
habeat aliquam virtutem; sed oportet quod habeat aut virtutem intellectualem, sicut Angeli aut
rationalem, sicut homines aut sensibilem, sicut animalia aut vivificam, sicut plantae aut
substantialem, sicut alia; et non solum existentia, sed etiam ipsum esse habet virtutem ad hoc
quod sit, a supersubstantiali dei virtute. Et dicit, si fas est dicere, quia non sic proprie dicitur
quod esse sit, sed quod per esse, aliquid sit (“Thus, therefore, he concludes that the
distribution of divine power, because of his infinity, proceeds forth to all existents and there
is no existent which does not have some power; but it is necessary that it have either
intellectual power, as angels, or rational [power], as human beings, or sensible [power], as
animals, or life-giving [power], as plants, or substantial [power], as other things; and not only
existents, but even being itself [ipsum esse] has power in order that it be [habet virtutem ad
hoc quod sit], from the supersubstantial power of God. And he says ‘if it is suitable to say it’,
because it is not properly so said that esse is, but that through esse something is”). There is no
doubt that Dionysius (as here read by Thomas) is here regarding the esse of things as itself
having “power” given by the divine power; and that the power it has is a power having being
as its effect in things.

The truth is that Thomas does not merely give no special
consideration to the passage, but that he interprets it in quite a
different way than both Gilson and O’Rourke do. He reads it as
having to do simply with the nature of power.20

My point here is that Gilson is reading “virtus essendi” as
referring to the very act of being, rather than to the form as
principle of being: he is reading it as “the power of esse itself.”
This relates to his understanding of Thomas’s doctrine of being.

Gilson confirms his own interpretation by something said a
little later in chapter 8 of Dionysius’s work (Marietti ed., 334),
namely: “et ipsum etiam esse, si fas est dicere, virtutem ad hoc
quod sit, habet a supersubstantiali virtute.” It is true that Thomas,
interpreting this particular sentence, reads it as concerned with
the esse of things, and reads it as speaking of esse having its power
so as to be (“virtutem ad hoc quod sit”) from the divine infinite
power, and explains the words “if one may so speak” as saying
that, strictly speaking, esse should not be said to “be,” but rather
things are said to be in function of esse.21

However, the fact that this is how Thomas reads that sentence
does not at all entail that the earlier passage had the meaning for
Thomas that Gilson there read. When Gilson introduces the
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22 Thomas’s para. 934, on Dionysius’ para. 425 (Pera, ed.), is of the greatest importance,
since in his previous paragraph Dionysius rejects the Platonic understanding of “per se esse”
and “per se vita” and such as gods; and in para. 425 he presents the two true meanings of such
expressions, viz., as signifying the one God and as signifying participations in creatures.

23 Gilson, “Virtus Essendi,” 10; emphasis added.

expression “virtus essendi” as something Thomas is getting
readymade from his text of Dionysius, the passage to which
Gilson sends us is not read by Thomas as saying “virtus essendi.”

Gilson is correct in noting that a still later passage of Thomas’s
commentary uses the word “power” in reference to the esse of
things. Thomas says (c. 11, lect. 4 [Pera, ed., 934]):

[P]er se esse et per se vita dicuntur virtutes vel perfectiones quaedam secundum
providentiam unius Dei imparticipabilis datae creaturis ad participandum.
([B]eing itself and life itself name particular powers or perfections given by the
providence of the one unparticipable God for creatures to participate.)

Actually, Thomas, who is here paraphrasing Dionysius (at para.
425), finds in the text the word “virtutes” (dunameis) and himself
introduces the alternative word “perfectiones.”22

It is worth considering also how Gilson reads Thomas as
correcting Averroës in the first book of his commentary on De
caelo (lect. 6). Gilson speaks of it in the final pages of his short
paper. He says:

The power of being moved belongs to the passive potency of matter, since only
extended bodies are susceptible to movement. On the contrary, the power of
being, the virtus essendi, belongs to the form, because there is nothing more
formal than being. Incidentally, let us recall that, precisely because it is still more
formal than the essential forms, esse is not one of them. It is the act of these
forms and the perfection of these perfections. Basing himself on this notion,
which is personal to him in the precise sense in which he himself understands it,
Thomas concludes that the esse which actuates the forms is in them as an active
power for existing [une puissance active d'exister]. If they are endowed with a
simple formal essence, thus indestructible, this power is by that very fact a
necessity to exist always [un devoir d'exister toujours]. Thus, not only the celestial
bodies, whose matter is totally actualized by their forms (save as regards place),
but all the separate substances, which are pure forms, obtain from their
respective esse[s] the power to exist always. They have an active power of being:
“Et sic non solum in corporibus caelestibus, sed etiam in substantiis separatis, est
virtus essendi semper.”23
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24 I De caelo, lect. 6 (62); I have varied the translation from that given earlier to
correspond more with Gilson’s vocabulary.

25Cf. especially STh I, q. 50, a. 5, but also in many other places. Thus, proving that God
the creator must be the cause of the forms of things, Thomas argues that God is the cause of
esse, and esse is through form. Cf. ScG II, c. 43 (Pera, ed., 1200); cf. also De Pot., q. 7, a. 2,
ad 10.

What we must note is what Gilson says that is different from what
Thomas says (marked by italics). Thomas, I repeat, says:

[Averroës] manifestly has spoken against Aristotle who below, in this very book,
locates in perpetual things a power to be always [virtus ad hoc quod sint semper].
But [Averroës] was deceived in this respect, that he thought the power to be
[virtutem essendi] to pertain only to passive potency, which is the potency of
matter; whereas it rather pertains to the potency of form [potentia formae]:
because each thing is through its form. Hence, so much and for so long [tantum
et tamdiu] each thing has of being [habet . . . de esse], viz., just so much as is the
power of its form [quanta est virtus formae eius]. And thus, not only in celestial
bodies but also in separate substances there is the power to be always [virtutem

essendi semper].24 

One can see that Gilson has substituted his own selected premise
for the actual premise used by Thomas. The premise Gilson uses
is one Thomas uses in question 7 of the Prima Pars (STh I, q. 7, a.
1), proving the infinity of God. Gilson also injects the doctrine of
question 4 of the Prima Pars (STh I, q. 4, a. 1, ad 3), that esse is
the act even of the forms, and is formal with respect to all that is
in the thing. Gilson, thus focusing on esse itself, reads Thomas
here as concluding that the esse of the thing is its virtus essendi. If
we consider the actual text Gilson purports to be reading,
however, we find that Thomas’s premise bears, not on esse as
maximally formal, but on the form of the thing as principle of
esse. This is a doctrine regularly featured by Thomas, and
especially in proving the incorruptibility of pure subsisting forms
such as the angels and the human soul.25

Once one uses Thomas's own premise, one sees that the virtus
essendi he is speaking of in this text is located in the form as such,
and not directly in the act of being.

The position of Gilson in his short paper is far more involved
than what I have here displayed. He is not really happy with what
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26 Gilson, “Virtus Essendi,” 9.
27 Cf. STh I, q. 42, a. 1, ad 1. Here again, the focus is on form as having esse as its effect.

he takes to be Thomas’s application of the Dionysian conception
of virtus to the act of being. Thus he says:

Reflection attains here the origin of the obscurities which, in spite of everything,
hover over the Thomist notion of being. It is practically impossible for us not to
conceive it as analogous to physical forces observable in nature. Because he is
always careful to do justice to the language of his predecessors, especially when
it is a case of such high authorities as Denis, St. Thomas borrows occasionally the
word “virtus.” For the imagination, a virtus, a dunamis, is a force, and if one
speaks of it as something which can be given in its totality, or not be met with
save under the form of a limited participation, it is inevitable that we imagine it
as a variable quantity. The simplest thing is to attribute to it diverse degrees of
intensity.

It is precisely there that the error of interpretation lies in wait for the reader.
One should not transpose the attributes of physics into the metaphysical order.
Beyond nature, there is no more matter, nor extension, nor quantity, nor more
nor less. Esse escapes all these determinations, but since after all there are
differences of being, we represent for ourselves degrees of purity and of formal
actuality under the aspect of degrees of quantitative intensity which do not at all
befit being.26

To address this matter, which I will not attempt here, would take
us into discussion of the difference between quantity of mass and
quantity of power, the latter pertaining to the consideration of
form as such.27

In a paper presented in 1974, entitled: “Analyse de l’être chez
saint Thomas,” Fr. M.-D. Philippe, O.P., has a long footnote
regarding his own contention that Aristotle discovers and Thomas
comments—in other words, underlining his view that there is no
new metaphysics in the work of St. Thomas. We read in Philippe’s
main text:

That does not mean that St. Thomas has not deepened and made explicit what
Aristotle has discovered. The explicitation is made thanks to the problem of
creation, and the deepening is brought about at the level of the true and the
good. But this explicitation and this deepening are achieved thanks to the
metaphysics of actuality discovered by Aristotle. Does not St. Thomas consider
the esse first of all as the act of being, actus essendi (and not as virtus essendi),
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28 M.-D. Philippe, “Analyse de l’être chez saint Thomas,” in Tommaso D'Aquino nel suo
Settimo Centenario, Atti del congresso internazionale Roma-Napoli, 17-24 aprile 1974
(Naples: Edizioni Domenicane Italiane, 1977), 6:9-28: “Cela ne veut pas dire que Saint
Thomas n’a pas approfondi et explicité ce qu’a découvert Aristote. L’explicitation s’est fait
grâce au problème de la création, et l’approfondissement s’est réalisé au niveau du vrai et du
bien. Mais cette explicitation et cette approfondissement se sont faits grâce à la métaphysique
de l’acte découverte par Aristote. Saint Thomas ne considère-t-il pas l’esse avant tout comme
acte d`être, actus essendi (et non comme virtus essendi88), et le vrai et le bien comme actes
ultimes de l’intelligence et de la volonté (appétit spirituel)?” (27).

29 It is in ScG I, c. 20 (Pera, ed., 174) that Thomas calls the power of the form relative to
the act of being “quasi activa.” This is on the same issue as I De caelo, lect. 6. Here in the ScG
we read: “this response of the Commentator is not sufficient. Because, though it is granted
that in the celestial body there is no potency of the passive sort relative to being, which is the
potency of matter, there is in it nevertheless a potency of the active sort [quasi activa], which
is the power of being [virtus essendi]: since Aristotle explicitly says, in 1 Caeli et mundi, that
the heaven has a power to be always [virtutem ut sit semper]” (Pera, ed., 174). In I De caelo,
lect. 6 Thomas does not use the term “active”; however, he does contrast the potency of form
with the “passive” potency of matter. See above, n. 7.

I must note, however, that in STh I-II, q. 55, a. 2 (a discussion parallel to III Sent., d. 23,
q. 1, a. 3, A, referred to above in nn. 2 and 3), St. Thomas contents himself with saying:
“Unde, cum duplex sit potentia, scilicet potentia ad esse et potentia ad agere, utriusque
potentiae perfectio virtus vocatur. Sed potentia ad esse se tenet ex parte materiae, quae est ens
in potentia, potentia autem ad agere se tenet ex parte formae, quae est principium agendi, eo
quod unumquodque agit inquantum est actu” (“Hence, since potency is twofold, viz. potency
towards being and potency towards acting, the perfection of either potency is called a ‘power.’
But the potency with respect to being stands on the side of matter, which is a being in potency,
whereas the potency towards acting stands on the side of form, which is the principle of
action, in that each thing acts inasmuch as it is in act”).

One could be seriously confused if we did not have Thomas’s commentary on De caelo,
dated by James Weisheipl (Friar Thomas d’Aquino [Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1974],
376), as written at Naples in 1272-73 (thus, his last word on the subject).

and the true and the good as ultimate actualities of the intelligence and of the
will (spiritual appetite)?28

It is at the point where he mentions “virtus essendi” that he
introduces the long footnote which criticizes the paper of Gilson
that I have been reviewing. Philippe is intent on distinguishing
between the act of being of the creature and its virtus essendi,
which refers to the power of the form of the thing. In this, I agree
with him.

However, Philippe does not see how the potency of form re:
esse can be “active.”29 He sees this as ruled out by the truth that
nothing can be cause of being for itself if it has caused being (STh
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30 STh I, q. 3, a. 4: “Impossibile est autem quod esse sit causatum tantum ex principiis
essentialibus rei, quia nulla res sufficit quod sit sibi causa essendi, si habeat esse causatum”;
emphasis added.

31 Aquinas, De Verit., q. 27, a. 1, ad 3 ([Rome: Commissio Leonina, 1976], 22/3:791).
32 Thus, in the same STh I, q. 3, a. 4, we read: “Secundo, quia esse est actualitas omnis

formae vel naturae, non enim bonitas vel humanitas significatur in actu, nisi prout significamus
eam esse. Oportet igitur quod ipsum esse comparetur ad essentiam quae est aliud ab ipso, sicut
actus ad potentiam. Cum igitur in Deo nihil sit potentiale, ut ostensum est supra, sequitur
quod non sit aliud in eo essentia quam suum esse” (“Secondly, because being is the actuality
of every form or nature, for neither goodness nor humanity is signified as actual, save
inasmuch as we signify that it is ; therefore, it is necessary that being itself be related to the
essence which is other than it as act to potency. Therefore, since nothing in God is potential,
as was shown above, it follows that in him essence is not other than his being”). The potency
is presented seemingly as passive, since it cannot be attributed to God.

33 The rest of this paragraph is quoted from Lawrence Dewan, St. Thomas and Form as
Something Divine in Things, The Aquinas Lecture, no. 71 (Milwaukee, Wis.: Marquette
University Press, 2007), at 45-46.

34 STh I, q. 104, a. 1, ad 1: “esse per se consequitur formam creaturae, supposito tamen
influxu dei, sicut lumen sequitur diaphanum aeris, supposito influxu solis.”

I, q. 3, a. 4). Here, however, he is in error. That text says: “It is
impossible that being [esse] be caused only by the essential
principles of the thing, because no thing suffices to be cause of
being of its own self, if it has caused being.”30 As Thomas teaches:
“God causes in us natural esse by creation, without the mediation of
any efficient cause, but nevertheless through the mediation of a
formal cause: because natural form is the principle of natural esse.”31

What is troubling Philippe, I would say, is that fact that the
form is presented as in a potency-and-act relationship with the
esse of which it is the principle.32 How can it be viewed as an
active principle relative to that esse?33 I would recall that the form
of the creature, just as it mediates creation, mediates the divine
influence which conserves the creature throughout its existence.
As Thomas says, speaking of such conservation: “the act of being
accompanies the form of the creature, supposing nevertheless
God’s influence, just as illumination follows upon the
transparency of the air, supposing the influence of the sun.”34

It is the divine influence that makes possible the causal role of
the form. As we read in a passage concerning the causal role of
the virtue of charity:
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35 STh II-II, q. 23, a. 2, ad 3: “Ad tertium dicendum quod caritas operatur formaliter.
Efficacia autem formae est secundum virtutem agentis qui inducit formam. Et ideo quod caritas
non est vanitas, sed facit effectum infinitum dum coniungit animam deo iustificando ipsam,
hoc demonstrat infinitatem virtutis divinae, quae est caritatis auctor”; emphasis added. The
“vanity” of the creature is, of course, a recourse by the objector to the language of, e.g., Psalm
38:6, characterizing the creaturely substance, and man in particular, as a mere shadow. See
Aquinas, In psalm. 38.4, where many biblical parallels are given.

36 Cf. also Aquinas, De Pot., q. 7, a. 2, obj. 10 and ad 10.

Charity operates formally. Now, the efficacy of form is in function of the power
of the agent which introduces the form [into the thing]. And therefore the fact
that charity is not vanity, but rather brings about an infinite effect, inasmuch as
it conjoins the soul to God by giving it righteousness, demonstrates the infinity
of the divine power, which is the author of charity.35

In the light of this divine influence we can see why the form of
the creature, though as other than being it is necessarily potency
with respect to the act of being, is nevertheless “efficacious” with
respect to that act.36

What gives a color of truth to the Gilson approach—seeing
“virtus essendi” as identical with the act of being of the thing—is
the fact that St. Thomas applies the doctrine to the divine act of
being. Thus, in question 4, article 2 of the Prima Pars, teaching
that in God are all the perfections of all things, the extremely
important second argument in the body of the article runs:

[A]s has been said above, God is being itself subsisting, from which it is necessary
that he contain in himself the entire perfection of being. For it is evident that, if
something hot does not have the entire perfection of heat, this is because heat
is not participated according to the perfection of its nature; but if heat were
subsisting by itself, there could not be lacking to it any of the power of heat [de
virtute caloris.] Hence, since God is being subsisting just by itself, nothing of the
perfection of being can be lacking to him. But the perfections of all things
pertain to the perfection of being: for it is according to this that any things are
perfect, viz., that they have being in some measure [aliquo modo esse habent].
Hence, it follows that the perfection of no thing is lacking to God. And
Dionysius touches on this argument in Chapter V of On the Divine Names,
saying that God is not existing merely in some measure, but absolutely and
unboundedly possesses by priority within himself being in its entirety uniformly;
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37 STh I, q. 4, a. 2 : “Secundo vero, ex hoc quod supra ostensum est, quod Deus est ipsum
esse per se subsistens, ex quo oportet quod totam perfectionem essendi in se contineat.
Manifestum est enim quod, si aliquod calidum non habeat totam perfectionem calidi, hoc ideo
est, quia calor non participatur secundum perfectam rationem, sed si calor esset per se
subsistens, non posset ei aliquid deesse de virtute caloris. Unde, cum Deus sit ipsum esse
subsistens, nihil de perfectione essendi potest ei deesse. Omnium autem perfectiones pertinent
ad perfectionem essendi, secundum hoc enim aliqua perfecta sunt, quod aliquo modo esse
habent. Unde sequitur quod nullius rei perfectio Deo desit. Et hanc etiam rationem tangit
Dionysius, cap. V de div. Nom., dicens quod Deus non quodammodo est existens, sed
simpliciter et incircumscripte totum in seipso uniformiter esse praeaccipit, et postea subdit
quod ipse est esse subsistentibus.”

38 Cf. ScG I, c. 28 (Pera, ed., 260), where we read: “Sed rei quae est suum esse, competit
esse secundum totam essendi potestatem: sicut, si esset aliqua albedo separata, nihil ei de
virtute albedinis deesse posset; nam alicui albo aliquid de virtute albedinis deest ex defectu
recipientis albedinem, quae eam secundum modum suum recipit, et fortasse non secundum
totum posse albedinis. Deus igitur, qui est suum esse, ut supra probatum est, habet esse
secundum totam virtutem ipsius esse” (“But to a thing which is its own being being belongs
as regards the entire power of being: just as, if there were some separate whiteness, nothing
could be lacking to it as to the power of whiteness; for to something white something of the
power of whiteness is lacking, stemming from a deficiency in the item receiving the whiteness,
which receives it according to its own capacity, and likely not according to the total power of
whiteness. Therefore God, who is his own being, as was proved above, has being according
to the whole power of being itself”)..

39 On essence as found most truly in God, see Lawrence Dewan, “Thomas Aquinas and
Being as a Nature,” Acta Philosophica 12 (2003): 123-35.

and afterwards he [Dionysius] adds that he [God] is the being for subsisting
things.37

I would underline that here it is the act of being, the esse, that is
being compared to such natures as heat and whiteness.38

Therefore, being is here given the role of form, and indeed what
is most formal of all; it is esse as the divine essence that is being
considered.39

I conclude that the notion of virtus essendi is seen by Thomas
as something pertaining properly to form as such. What I object
to most in the Gilson presentation is his obscuring of Thomas’s
doctrine that form is the principle of esse.


